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      If you are reading this, I am no longer of this world.

      Looking back, it seems as though my time was brief – so many years passing in an instant. To others, that instant may be perceived as an eternity. It is a matter of perspective, as are most things. Good or bad, right or wrong, righteous or evil…. Such definitions depend on where your allegiances lie and how you define your moral code.

      During my living years, I was known as many things and by numerous names. Of them all, I was best described as a storyteller. In that role, I was known as Salvon.

      Among the tales I have woven during my years, I wish to share the greatest story of all. Please remember, this is my narrative, and it will come from my own perspective, the heroes and villains defined by my own views. Understandably, you might feel otherwise.

      Every story has a beginning, a middle, and an end. This tale is no different. However, where the telling begins is as important as the story itself. That and the art of the telling are the differences between a compelling yarn and one you might otherwise ignore. This story shall not be ignored, for it details the end of times. A rare occurrence indeed.

      Our tale begins not with our heroes, but with a villain. Yes, the heroes will follow and become the focus of the story, but don’t lose sight of the villains. The roles they play are as important as anything the heroes might accomplish.

      Before I begin, I wish to clarify one last thing. Any tale worth telling is a tale of change. This chronicle details the greatest change ever known – a change involving not just characters or nations, but the world itself. When I am through, perhaps you will have changed, as well. I certainly know I did.

      Now begins the first act of many. The subsequent acts will feature more lofty pursuits, but the first tile to fall, the one triggering the events leading to the apocalypse, was born from a very simple human desire – revenge.

      Enjoy.

      -Salvon the Great
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      Lord Malvorian Ikorr sat upon his throne, tapping the ornate wooden arm, while High Wizard Gurgan pled his case. As usual, Malvorian wore the midnight blue robes of Farrowen, secured at the waist with the glittering golden sash of his station. His long, black hair was held in place by the golden headband with a cerulean blue sapphire he had been bestowed a century earlier.

      “I promise, my lord, the report is nothing but lies intended to cast doubt toward me.” Gurgan held his hands out, pleading. “My loyalty remains as strong as ever.”

      Malvorian watched the man closely. Deep lines around Gurgan’s eyes showed his age, as did his graying brown hair and beard. The man had been High Wizard of Eleighton for over two decades, a brief reign from Malvorian’s perspective. Gurgan also wore a robe in the midnight blue of Farrowen, yet his was secured by a silver sash. A thick, golden bracelet was clamped around the man’s wrist – an adornment Malvorian had never before noticed.

      “So, you deny skimming from your mines?” Malvorian’s deep voice boomed in challenge as he leaned forward. “You do not have a secret surplus used to hire your own army?”

      The accused wizard glanced toward the soldier standing beside him. Malvorian had never seen the man before, but military men came and went. This one was tall, thin, with dark hair and a sharp face. The soldier gave Gurgan the briefest of nods before the high wizard replied.

      “Of course I deny it, my lord. Why would I risk such treason?”

      Malvorian stood, his own gaze flicking toward the shadows to the side of his dais. The man there nodded. It was time to see if Vanda’s ability was as he claimed.

      “Empty the room!” the wizard lord boomed with authority. He glared at Gurgan. “You are to remain.” The words came out as a growl.

      Guards dressed in silver plate armor with midnight blue capes began ushering the wizards, the wizardesses, and the ungifted from the room. It was late, past sunset. Malvorian seldom held court at such an hour, but this was a special occasion. Somehow, word had spread of Gurgan’s arrival – something Malvorian suspected was orchestrated by the accused man, thinking to use a public forum as a shield. Little did he understand.

      Gurgan frowned. “May Captain Dandon remain? He is here as a witness and can explain the conspiracy behind this slander.”

      Malvorian nodded. “Yes. Of course.” I have nothing to fear from a worm like you.

      The throne room doors closed, leaving the wizard lord and the two men standing before the dais alone, the room dark, save for the blue-flamed torches to each side of the throne and the moonlight coming through the high, east-facing window. Malvorian watched Gurgan closely. The wizard seemed unaware of the old man lurking in the shadows.

      “Enough pretense, Gurgan,” Malvorian sneered. “We have reports from trusted sources, men who have been recruited to join your private force. Why do it? Even if you built an army, you cannot challenge my power.”

      Gurgan laughed. “You don’t know all there is to know, Malvorian.”

      “I am a hundred twenty-eight years old, Gurgan, twice your age, yet I appear half of that. Never forget. The power of a god runs through my veins.”

      “You have always been arrogant, Malvorian,” Gurgan snarled. “You expect the rest of us to follow you like cattle and never question why. Your position is not as secure as you believe.”

      Gurgan extended his arm toward the dais, the power he gathered casting an aura around him. A disk of white magic enveloped his hand as the bracelet began to glow. A thread of magic blasted from Gurgan, encircling Malvorian. Coils of silvery light wrapped about the wizard lord and lifted him off the floor. Malvorian reached for his magic but found resistance, a force wedged between him and the source of his power. He clenched his jaw and bent his will against the shield, applying pressure until it shattered. A rush of magic filled him, the raw energy railing against his defenses – the power of Farrow. He held as much magic as he ever had, the tempest threatening to destroy him. It would not, for the power was his to control.

      Gurgan snarled and doubled his efforts, the coiled magic tightening around Malvorian. “You think I am unaware of your long life being fed by Devotion? I know the power derived from prayer.” Gurgan’s eyes filled with a madness. “It will be mine!”

      The coils constricted, biting into Malvorian, forcing him to respond or die.

      A disk of azure magic spread around Malvorian’s fist, the construct forming into a knife of blue energy that lashed out and sliced through his bonds. Rather than falling to the floor, he shifted constructs and solidified the air beneath him, appearing to hover three feet above the dais.

      “You dare defy me?” Malvorian roared.

      Gurgan threw both hands out, but Malvorian wove a shield before himself. The wave of pale energy slid past the shield and struck the throne, blasting it to bits. Malvorian laughed.

      The high wizard waved his hands, but magic did not flow from them. Instead, a chunk of stone struck Malvorian in the back. His shield faded and he fell to the floor, landing on his hands and knees. His crown hit the dais and rolled off to settle before Gurgan.

      Magic lashed out from Gurgan and wrapped about Malvorian’s wrists and ankles, lifting him again.

      “Now!” Gurgan shouted. “Do it!”

      Dandon, Gurgan’s captain, drew a hidden blade from beneath his breastplate. In one rapid motion, the man cocked his arm back and threw the knife. It buried deep in the right side of Malvorian’s chest, the impact causing him to gasp in pain.

      So the vision was true, Malvorian thought. Time to end this charade.

      Clenching his fist, Malvorian’s magic constricted around the bracelet on Gurgan’s wrist. The bracelet burst open, tearing Gurgan’s hand to shreds before the bracelet fell to the floor. Gurgan screamed as his magic faltered.

      Malvorian strode forward, blue snakes of energy wrapping around Gurgan and the man at his side. With a thought and the twist of his wrist, Malvorian lifted the two men off the floor. Many years ago, when he first learned the constructs of magic, he sometimes wondered at the effort required to perform such a simple task. Since attaining the throne, such things were second nature, each spell fed by the power of a god.

      With his next thought, the blade popped out of his chest and clattered to the floor. It was only then he noticed the blackened edge.

      The poison struck, causing his body to spasm. Another lurch brought him to his knees. His heart skipped beats, thumped, then paused.

      “Not even you can survive black tear poison.” Demented laughter came from Gurgan, the man still suspended in mid-air by coils of magic.

      Black tear killed swiftly, leaving mere moments to respond. Malvorian drew on his magic and bent a heat construct against his own blood. It boiled instantly. He then reversed the effect, cooling the blood in a second.

      The procedure left his body weak and drenched with sweat, but the poison was gone. A construct of repair, fed by his endless well of magic, healed the hole in his chest. He took a deep breath and rose to his feet.

      Gurgan gaped. “How… How is it possible?”

      Malvorian shook his head, taking another deep breath. “You know nothing of power, Gurgan. You are a mere mortal, as I once was. When a god raises you to his level, you realize the depth of true power.” He sneered. “Goodbye.”

      Clenching his fist, the coils of magic encircling the two men tightened at the waist, cutting through them. The lower halves of their bodies fell to the floor with sickening, wet thuds, the faces upon their suspended upper bodies reflecting shock and horror. Malvorian released his magic and the torsos fell, settling with the men’s eyes bulging. Blood oozed from the dissected bodies – Dandon’s the deep crimson of an ungifted, Gurgan’s sparkling with the metal flakes of someone who possessed talent.

      Malvorian looked back at his destroyed throne, shaking his head. “What an annoyance.”

      He walked toward the dead men, bent, and picked up Gurgan’s bracelet. On the inside, he noticed the silvery script of an enchantment.

      The man hidden in the shadows emerged, the hood of his cloak covering his head, as it always did. “You did well, my lord.”

      “This bracelet increased his power. I have never heard of such an enchantment. I wonder where he got it.” Malvorian stared down at the remains of the usurpers. “It was just as your vision foretold.” He turned toward the old man. “How could you know, Vanda? What black magic do you possess?”

      “It is not black magic. I was raised by the Seers, my lord.”

      Malvorian gasped. “The Witches of Kelmar? That’s even worse.”

      “They are simply misunderstood, much like yourself.”

      “Nonetheless, you must never mention the Seers while others are nearby. True or not, the legends surrounding the sect inspire fear and loathing. That is a conversation I would rather avoid.”

      “Yes, my lord.” Vanda bowed his head. “I will defer to your wisdom regarding your people.”

      “It is time for Devotion. I must head up to the tower.” He waved Vanda along. “Come. Join me.”

      The pair walked to the lift at the rear of the throne room and stepped on it. Malvorian held his hand against the control panel. Drawing upon his magic, he activated the lift. The crackle of raw energy drove the chains into motion, hoisting the platform.

      “As you recall,” Vanda said, “your defeat of the usurper was but the first event in the prophecy I shared with you.”

      “I cannot forget.”

      Malvorian narrowed his eyes in thought. Imagine my power if I were to extend my rule beyond the borders of Farrowen.

      “You must possess the Eye of Obscurance,” Vanda said. “It is the only way to achieve a higher station.”

      Malvorian spun toward him in alarm. It is as if he reads my very thoughts.

      Vanda chuckled. “Do not worry. I cannot read your thoughts. I am only adhering to the truth of my vision.”

      “The teachings of Farrow decry against prophecy, marking it as foul.” Malvorian recalled the scripture, reciting the passage aloud. “‘Beware those who attempt to predict the future, for only by evil means might one see beyond the present.’”

      Vanda sighed. “I am aware of the scripture. The Book of Farrow is not the only religious text to proclaim prophecy as evil.”

      The platform reached the tall, domed ceiling of the throne room. A thick wall obscured the view for a moment before the lift emerged into the evening air.

      The grandeur of Marquithe lay before them, the great city lit by torches and enchanted lanterns.

      Vanda gripped the platform rail and gazed at the moon. “I ask you to suspend those beliefs, set your prejudice aside, and consider prophecy in an objective light. In truth, prophecy is nothing more than instruction toward a possible future. Following such guidance greatly increases the odds for a specific outcome. In the end, the future depends solely on the actions of man. What you do will affect it. What you forego, well… That sometimes has an even greater impact.”

      Malvorian turned the words over in his head, struggling to find a path beyond a century of belief.

      “The vision I shared with you points toward a future where the Lord of Farrowen rises above all others.”

      A wall of stone slid past the platform, obscuring the city before opening to reveal a torchlit room. Malvorian stopped the platform and held his arm out.

      “It is time for you to depart, Vanda. Have a good evening. I will see you tomorrow.”

      “No, you will not. I must leave and will be away by the time you rise.”

      “Now? When I am on the cusp of a new future?”

      “You have what you need. The plan is in motion. The stars will soon align.”

      Malvorian’s concern lessened and he found himself nodding in agreement. “Where will you go?”

      “I must return to the Seers and discover what occurs next. Should you succeed with the first portion of the plan, additional guidance is required.”

      Vanda walked off the platform, pausing to speak over his shoulder. “Do you ever allow anyone else in the tower?”

      “I cannot.” Malvorian placed his hand on the control and the lift resumed its climb. “It is forbidden.”

      “Remember, the amulet,” Vanda said. “It is the key.”

      “Yes.” Malvorian’s face darkened. “Yet subtlety is required. The Enchanters Guild cannot know I am behind this scheme.”

      “Wise words, sire.” Vanda’s bow was the last thing Malvorian saw before the room was obscured from his view and the lift returned to open air.

      Gusts of wind ruffled Malvorian’s hair and braided beard. His robes flapped wildly as the wind grew stronger, a common occurrence whenever he neared the upper reaches of the tower. The platform stopped upon reaching the top. Malvorian withdrew his magic, lifted the gate, and stepped into the tower’s uppermost room.

      Pillars supported the domed roof, and a throne of crystal, surrounded by a circle of fire that forever burned, sat at the middle. In the back of the throne was a massive sapphire with eight perfect facets, the octagram seated in the crystal. There were no walls, so the wind carried through the space unabated. The magic, Farrow’s magic, fed the flames and made them immune to the wind, rain, or anything else. During his century of nightly visits to the tower, Malvorian had never seen the flames dim. He had, however, seen them blaze brightly.

      The wizard lord passed through the ring of fire, but neither he nor his clothing were burned. In fact, the magical flames gave off no heat at all. The throne, his true throne, beckoned. He succumbed to its will. Sitting on the Throne of Farrow, he gripped the arms, leaned back, and embraced the source of magic, his heart and soul connecting with the gem pressed against his back. Power flowed through him, the throne flaring bright blue. The flames erupted like an azure inferno, and the bell in the dome above him began to peal. Beams of blue light shot out from the tower, connecting the flame to obelisks in each of Farrowen’s major cities, lighting them brightly.

      Devotion began – prayers from the citizens across the wizardom Malvorian governed. The power of those prayers flowed into the wizard lord, the rapture consuming him as the world fell away.
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      Rhoa Sulikani leaned out the carriage window. “Stop here, Juliam.”

      The carriage slowed to a stop, the interior jostling her as the driver climbed down. The door opened, and pale moonlight revealed a muscular man dressed in a doublet stretched tightly enough across his chest to cause gaps between the buttons. The man’s coat was similarly struggling to contain his muscles. The result made him appear overinflated, as if his body had swollen after getting dressed. Sweat glistened on his shaved head, and his curled mustache twisted as he gave her a weak smile.

      “We have arrived, Your Grace,” Juliam said loud enough to hear from a distance.

      “Thank you,” Rhoa replied, taking his hand as he helped her out. In the other hand, she lifted her layered skirts to keep them from catching.

      She stepped down onto the cobblestone street, her heels tapping noisily while she concentrated on not stumbling. I hate wearing heels.

      Juliam closed the door and extended an elbow. With her hand on his forearm, he escorted her toward the party. Despite her heels, Rhoa knew she appeared tiny next to the big man.

      Just ahead, another carriage pulled into the flickering amber light before the impressive mansion. Guards in shining armor waited before the front steps, pikes in hand, armor reflecting orange flames. Rhoa glanced back as Juliam walked her toward the guards. Beyond the halo of light cast by the lanterns, her carriage appeared a dull gray. Thank the gods, she thought. Arriving in a bright blue carriage would have attracted attention – something she did not need.

      The couple who had exited the other carriage finished speaking to the guards and began climbing the stairs. With her hand still on Juliam’s arm, Rhoa stopped at the end of the path.

      Juliam took a deep breath, projecting his voice as he introduced her arrival. “I present Her Grace, Wizardess Misa Wrenthal of Shear.”

      One guard frowned at his companion. “Shear? Why is this little girl so far from home?”

      “Little girl?” Rhoa bristled. “I’ll have you know, I turned sixteen last Lunartide.” She raised her hand and flexed her fingers, as if about to cast a spell.

      The other guard interjected. “Excuse him, Your Grace. He meant no disrespect.”

      “Yes,” the first guard said. “I apologize. I, um…assume you have papers?”

      “Juliam?”

      The big man nodded and drew a folded paper from his coat, opening it. From the paper, golden light appeared, the inscribed words gleaming. A guard leaned forward, skimmed it over, and nodded.

      “Please, Your Grace.” He extended his hand toward the stairs. “Enjoy the party.”

      Rhoa nodded before turning toward Juliam. “Take the carriage and return for me two hours after Devotion.”

      Juliam bowed as Rhoa turned toward the stairs, lifted her skirts, and began her ascent. The building before her stood four stories tall and extended down the street. Bright, flickering light danced along the building’s exterior, reflecting off windows and lighting the sculpted shrubs outside. Even in the great city of Marquithe, Forca Manor was a thing of beauty. While it lacked the sheer immensity of Marquithe Palace, the home of Wizard Palkan Forca could not be ignored.

      The light coming from the building was an inviting contrast to the ominous tower standing behind it – an imposing silhouette partially eclipsing the moon.

      Rhoa reached the top of the stairs and passed between thick, fluted columns. Two porters waited beside massive double doors, the panels inlaid with gold and silver. One porter bowed while the other opened the door. She thanked the two men and entered, pausing inside the entrance to gape in wonder.

      The receiving hall had a marble floor, the tiles a dark green with gold and black striations. A circular fountain occupied the heart of the room, centered between two curved staircases rising to an open second-story loft. People filled the loft, drinks in their hands, chatting and laughing.

      Rhoa gathered her focus and moved forward, pausing when she noticed an ornate mirror at the side of the room. An unfamiliar reflection gazed back at her. It was almost like staring at a stranger.

      Her braid was gone, replaced by a nest of black hair piled on her head. A simple silver tiara with a single sapphire, an item she had stolen a week earlier, held her hair in place. Oversized brown eyes gazed back at her. Those eyes, combined with her diminutive stature, often led others to believe she was a child on the cusp of womanhood rather than a nineteen-year-old adult. The cut of her yellow gown said otherwise.

      Shoulders bare, Rhoa’s dress exposed coppery skin and a hint of her modest bust. Ruffles covered her upper arms, masking much of the muscle found there. The puffy, ruffled skirts and cinched midriff made her trim waist appear even smaller. To offset the yellow, she wore a dark blue cape – the color of Farrowen. The cape was another stolen article.

      Turning from the mirror, she circled the fountain, passed the staircases, and entered the next room.

      The ballroom was filled with hundreds of guests, the hum of their conversations reverberating off the ceiling two stories above. Greens, reds, blues, purples, oranges, and other hues greeted her gaze. Women wore capes over elegant gowns, the men dressed in ornate robes with contrasting sashes. The sight eased Rhoa’s concerns, her yellow and blue ensemble lost among the kaleidoscope of colors.

      Royalty certainly likes to attract attention, Rhoa thought. No wonder they enjoy the menagerie. Our bright colors make them feel at home.

      A man dressed in a gray coat and holding a silver tray approached. “Greetings, Your Grace. Would you care for a drink?”

      Rhoa eyed the glasses on the tray and the carafe of wine in his hand, the liquid a deep maroon color. “No, thank you,” she replied. Best to keep a clear head tonight.

      The servant dipped his head and backed away.

      A teenage boy with long, blond locks stepped in front of Rhoa and gave her a smile. He was attractive, but exuded arrogance. A white sash offset his bright blue robes.

      “My, my. I haven’t seen you before.” His smile was filled with overly white teeth, his dark brow arched as he waited for a reply.

      “No.” Rhoa shook her head. “This is my first event in Marquithe.”

      “Really? Where are you from?” His bright blue eyes flicked toward her chest, something Rhoa seldom experienced. The corset she wore exaggerated her appearance, pushing parts up and together, resulting in multiple types of discomfort.

      “I am Misa Wrenthal–”

      “Ah. Wrenthal.” He nodded knowingly. “From Shear. I recognize the name.”

      “Yes.”

      In truth, I am ungifted, masquerading as a wizard.

      The thought caused Rhoa’s throat to tighten. If discovered, she would find herself in a dungeon…or worse.

      He scooped up her hand and lifted it to his lips. “My name is Godwin Forca.” His smile returned and he swept his arm out. “This is my family estate.”

      Rhoa’s eyes widened, her stomach twisting. She regained her composure, doing her best to sound sufficiently impressed. “Your father is Palkan Forca? The man who leads the Marquithe Wizards Guild?”

      “Yes. A position I will likely hold one day.”

      From across the room, music began to play. The center of the room cleared in moments. A thin man with brown hair and matching beard led a plump, blonde woman to the floor. Similar to Godwin, they both wore midnight blue augmented with silver – him with a silver sash, and her with a silver tiara and cape. The couple began to dance, moving in sync with each other and in time with the music.

      “Your parents, I presume,” Rhoa said.

      “Yes. As you know, it is customary for the hosts to perform the first dance.” He took her hand in his again. “We are free to join the next if you wish.”

      Rhoa studied him and considered what to do. He was attractive enough, yet could be no older than fifteen. Worse, she only knew one dance, and it was definitely a different step than what the high wizard and wizardess were executing. Still, she needed to blend in, at least for a bit, and her pretended age of sixteen was close enough for him to consider her a promising pursuit.

      “I am quite flattered,” she replied. His face darkened, likely assuming her refusal. “However, I must confess, I do not know this dance.”

      Relief crossed his face as he shrugged. “This one is relatively new and may not have yet reached Shear. I could teach you.”

      “Very well.”

      “Start by watching.” He pointed toward the dancing couple. “During the verse, we hold hands, take eight slip steps to the left, turn, then take eight slip steps to the right. With the chorus, men go in, take hands, skip left in a circle, and go out. Women do the same before returning to their partner.”

      The couple on the floor each performed the circle alone before returning to stand side by side with hands held.

      “This is the hard part.” He outlined the steps as they were performed. “Men double forward and clap. Women double forward and clap while the men retreat. Men double forward and don’t clap while women return. Once the men return, the process is repeated with the women leading.”

      Another verse played, followed by a chorus. By the time the song was finished, Rhoa had a general sense of the dance. Godwin took her hand and led her to the floor as others hurried to take positions, dividing into two lines facing each other. The dance began. Rhoa watched others while she performed the steps, counting to keep track. When they reached the chorus, the men took the middle, followed by the women. Despite her anxiety, a smile bloomed as she spun, clapped, and moved to the beat. Before she knew it, the dance was finished. She laughed at the fun of it.

      Godwin drew her aside and grabbed two glasses of wine, handing her one. She pretended to sip it while he gulped his down.

      He wiped the red from his lips and smiled. “You were wonderful. Are you sure you do not know this dance?”

      She shook her head. “Not until today.”

      “Well, you are a natural.”

      “You are too kind.”

      “Nonsense.” His arm slipped around her. “Would you like a tour of the manor?”

      Rhoa turned the idea over. She needed to be careful for fear of him seeing through her guise. Still, his invitation solved a problem she had yet to tackle. Devotion was fast approaching.

      She smiled. “I would love to see your home.”

      “Wonderful.” He held out his elbow.

      When she placed her hand on his arm, he led her from the ballroom and up a staircase. At the landing, Godwin spoke briefly with a handful of other teens, introducing Rhoa. In the ballroom below, the music continued as another dance began, the men and women clustered at opposite corners until they took turns crossing and spinning at the center.

      Rhoa and Godwin resumed their ascent, passing the third level and moving on to the fourth. The music faded, the torchlit corridor quiet, save for their footsteps. Extravagant tapestries and scenic paintings, all lush with color, ordained the walls. They passed closed doors made of heavy wood, the house symbol of a lightning bolt piercing the letter F etched in gold on each.

      Concern began to weigh on Rhoa. “Where are we going?”

      Godwin smiled. “Someplace special.”

      When they reached the end of the hallway, he opened the door. The lit torch within revealed a circular stairwell going up to the right, down to the left.

      "It’s a tower,” she realized.

      With a nod, he led her up, the pair ascending in a gradual radius. Two stories later, they arrived at the top where a closed door waited. Godwin flashed a grin and opened it.

      The circular room had a conical roof and was forty feet in diameter. A solid moonbeam shone through two of the six arched windows, the silvery light glimmering off the symbol inlaid in the floor tiles. Books filled shelves between the windows. In the center of the room, a pen, a capped inkwell, and a scattering of papers rested on a massive table.

      Godwin’s arm swept out. “This is my father’s study.”

      “Where he practices magic?”

      “Of course. Sometimes he even invites me to train with him.”

      “Sometimes? Who teaches you magic then?”

      Godwin frowned. Rhoa realized her mistake.

      She hurriedly blurted, “I mean to say that my instructors are helpful, but my father never shares his work with me.”

      “Well, my tutors are only licensed to teach two basic constructs. My father, however… He is ingenious and has even devised construct variations previously undiscovered.”

      Feed his ego, Rhoa. Men appreciate such things. “You must be very proud.”

      “Yes, of him and of my own progress. In fact, I intend to apply for entry to the University at Tiadd during the next recruiter visit.”

      “At just fifteen?”

      “It has been done before, but they rarely accept anyone younger than seventeen.”

      She crooned, “Very impressive.”

      Rhoa wished to turn the subject away from magic lest she be exposed. Her gaze shifted toward the moonlight and her eyes widened. “Is that the Enchanters’ Tower?” she asked as she strode toward the window.

      “Yes.” He followed, settling a step behind her and just to the side.

      He extended his palms in front of him, his brow furrowing. One hand twisted. The window latch wiggled, then snapped downward. The window swung open. Rhoa stared at it, wondering if she had made a bad choice.

      What if he is more skilled with magic than I thought?

      His hand gripped her hip. She prayed it would not move any lower.

      “Among my father’s duties is to watch the enchanters,” Godwin whispered, “to ensure they remain out of Farrowen affairs.”

      Five stories below, a wall separated the rear of Forca Manor from the street where a carriage was parked. Across that street, the tower loomed. Rhoa peered up toward the top, which was many stories above where she now stood. Despite being of a substantial diameter, the Enchanters’ Tower stretched over many stories, which made it appear ready to topple. Rhoa knew that would never happen. Like the rest of Marquithe, the tower was a Maker-built structure and had endured for millennia. It would likely remain intact after mankind was gone and forgotten.

      In her research, Rhoa had also discovered a trick the Makers used when building towers like the one before her. Each row of blocks was inset slightly from the row below. This made the base of the tower larger than the uppermost floors. The difference was difficult to discern from a distance, and most people thought the narrowing at the top was nothing but their perception.

      To the north, she spotted an even taller structure, a building large enough to house thousands. With tall spires and built upon the highest point, Marquithe Palace loomed over the great city, like a god itself. As always, a blue flame lit the top of the Tower of Devotion, the tallest building in the city.

      Godwin leaned closer. His lips brushed her neck as his hand slipped around her waist. Rhoa stiffened, not wishing the boy to advance any further.

      A bell tolled, and the fires in the palace tower grew into a furious, azure inferno. From the flame, beams of blue light shot out at various angles, connecting to similar towers in distant Farrowen cities. Bells rang across the city in response – a retreating echo relaying outward until the bells at the city gates chimed.

      “Ugh,” Godwin groaned. “It seems we have been interrupted.” He released his arm from around her and beckoned as he stepped away from the window. “Come. Join me in Devotion.”

      She turned toward him as he dropped to his knees, facing the palace tower to the north, and held his hands high in the air.

      Blue light flickered on Godwin’s face as he chanted. “Bless us, Farrow. Guide us in your wisdom, protect us from harm, and grant Lord Malvorian with your power so he might lead us to a better tomorrow.”

      He bowed low, prostrating himself, his hands and face touching the floor. Rhoa saw her chance, grabbed a thick book from the shelf, and lifted it high over her head. With all her might, she smashed the tome onto Godwin’s head as he rose from the floor. The impact jarred her shoulders, and the boy fell, face-first, to the tiles with a thud. When he didn’t move, Rhoa tossed the book onto the table and sighed.

      Staring down at the prone teen, she muttered, “Why do I always attract the young, arrogant ones?”
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      Rushing, Rhoa pulled her skirts down and kicked them off. She slipped her shoes off, happy to be free of their weight. The lead in the thick heels had made walking difficult and dancing nearly impossible. Still, the boy hadn’t noticed. Better yet, he had led her to the exact room she had hoped to locate.

      She untied the rope secured about her waist, the coil of which had been hidden beneath the back of her skirts. With the ruffles, nobody would have noticed without touching her backside, something she suspected Godwin was close to attempting.

      With the rope freed, she secured both weighted shoes to one end and tied the other to a leg of the heavy oak table. Then Rhoa pushed the table across the room until it settled beside the open window, having to circle the unconscious teen in the process. She leaned out the window with the coil of rope in one hand, the end with the shoes tied to it in the other. A whirring sound arose as she spun the rope and released it. The shoes went flying with the rope trailing, arcing over the wall to land on the street behind the carriage parked there. A bulky shadow slipped from the carriage and hurried to where the shoes had landed, squatting. Two tugs on the rope signaled Rhoa to reel it in.

      She towed the rope into the room as quickly as possible. Devotion lasted only ten minutes, a small window of opportunity with little room for a misstep. Outside, the familiar rhythm of the chant hummed, the entire city in sync. Until Devotion was finished, everyone would be focused on the flaming tower – a welcome, albeit brief distraction.

      When Rhoa reached the end of the rope, she pulled a pack with a crossbow attached to it into the room. Opening the pack, she dumped the contents onto the floor. She removed her tiara and stored it in the pack, replacing it with her Black Sparrow mask. The black mask covered the top of her head and the upper half of her face, leaving only holes for eyes. Gone were her cape and dress in favor of a tight, black vest and matching breeches. She put on the slippers of her trade – light and flexible, yet with excellent grip and could be worn on all but the roughest of surfaces. On each leg, she strapped a sheath, a protruding hilt covered by silvery symbols. Those sheaths held Rhoa’s most prized possessions.

      Last, Rhoa unhooked the crossbow from her pack. With the weapon against the floor, she stepped on the two crosspieces and gripped the string. A grunt slipped out as she drew the bowstring back and latched it onto the release mechanism. She then tied the rope to the eyelet of a grappling hook and placed the shaft of the hook into the channel of the crossbow. Moving to the window, she set the coil of rope on the sill and took aim.

      The tower across the street was windowless until the fifth floor, which was twenty feet below her position since the tower was downhill from Forca Manor. She took a calming breath and focused, knowing she only had time for one shot. The window she targeted was tall and narrow, a dark spot amidst stone that appeared pale gray in the moonlight. With little wind to disturb her shot, she aimed above the open window and hoped the hook would not fall farther than expected.

      She squeezed the trigger and the projectile launched forward, the recoil sending her stumbling backward. The hook and rope sailed across the street and dropped toward the window. It struck the ledge with a clang and bounced once before dropping in. Relieved, Rhoa pulled the rope until it grew taut. The hook caught on the ledge and snapped tight.

      Rhoa tightened the rope around a table leg, scooped up her pack, and climbed onto the windowsill. She glanced down at a drop that could kill her, likely leaving quite a mess. Some people feared heights and precarious positions such as this. Rhoa had been raised to embrace them.

      She looped the leather strap attached to her pack over the rope, gripped one end in each hand, and leapt outward. The thrill of falling lasted for less than a breath as she sailed toward the wall below. When the strap caught on the rope, she swung her legs forward, boosting her momentum. She slid down the rope, the tower racing toward her. She passed over the carriage where Juliam stood, watching. The street below raced by, and she lifted her legs, bracing herself for a collision. Her feet struck the wall, and she bent her knees with the impact. Still, the stop was jarring, and her feet slipped, leaving her dangling by her pack five stories up.

      She gathered both ends of the strap into one hand and reached down for the hilt on her right thigh. The fulgur blade came free, the hilt at a forty-five-degree angle from the blade, the blade itself rounded down the shaft and pointed at the tip. With an overhand swing and her arm extended as far as possible, she drove the blade into the stone in a splash of blue sparks. She pulled herself up, released the pack, and reached her other hand toward the window ledge. The pack fell toward the street while Rhoa pulled herself up. One arm draped over the windowsill, she pressed her thumb against the pommel of her knife and pulled it free. She then drove it into the top of the ledge and hauled herself inside.

      Panting from exertion, she yanked her blade from the ledge and sheathed it. A few kicks freed the grappling hook, which flipped out the window and dropped to the street with a clatter. She turned toward the dark interior and listened.

      Above the thumping of her own heart was the rumble of men’s voices. Pale, amber light of an enchanted wall sconce illuminated the landing where she stood. A curved stairwell ran in both directions, a closed door in front of her. Ascending, she crept up the stairs, her slippered steps silent.

      The stairwell continued upward, past other landings with closed doors, ending at a door stained dark green, silver bolts lining the boards between each panel. Rhoa tested the handle. It turned, but the door would not budge. She drew her blade and jammed it into the lock in a spray of sparks, destroying it. A second thrust between the lock and the frame severed the bolt, and she pushed the door open.

      The room inside was lit by globes of blue light dangling from the ceiling. Workbenches, chairs, bookshelves, and various hand tools filled the space. On the far wall was a large fireplace with black metal pots, crucibles, and a stack of silver bars. Rhoa crossed the room, staring at the silver with longing.

      One bar would be worth more than I earn in a year. However, she wasn’t here for anything so mundane. Focus, Rhoa.

      After forcing herself to look elsewhere, she noticed a necklace with a large ruby. The parchment beside it included a series of symbols and lines she didn’t understand. The Hassakani heading on the paper was a different story.

      Enchantment of Beguiling. She snorted. Someone paid dearly for that one.

      Her gaze lifted from the table, and she noticed another door, hidden in shadow. She approached it. Locked. A few thrusts with her blade left holes where the lock had been, and the door popped open. She put her palm on it and drew back when a flicker of red light danced along the surface. She reached for the door again. Another flicker, but she felt nothing. It opened to a dark stairwell leading upward. She followed it, one hand trailing along the curved wall as she ascended in silence.

      On the next level, she came upon a landing beside an unlocked door. Inside was a storage room filled with shelves, crates, and various devices. The man who had informed her of the amulet also told her where the enchanted items were stored – most rooms holding items waiting for the right buyer, one special room for those too dangerous to be allowed loose on the world. The item she sought would be in that special room at the top of the tower.

      She pulled the door closed and continued her ascent.
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      When Devotion ended, Jerrell “Jace” Landish exited the kitchen in the Enchanters’ Tower. He balanced a tray of steaming plates on one hand while ascending the curved stairwell, careful not to trip on the hem of his skirts. He neither enjoyed wearing a dress nor appreciated the itchy wig. However, a job was a job, and this one required him to play a woman, which he had done before.

      He had worked as a maid for a full week before he earned the trust of Headmistress Harriett Mikan and was allowed access to the fifth level of the tower. The frustrating woman ran the all-female staff with an iron fist. During his first six days, Jace had been relegated to the tower’s lower levels, serving the guards, smiths, apprentices, and the few master enchanters who visited those floors. He wasn’t overly patient by nature, and some jobs tested his limits. This one had already pushed his patience and restraint close to the edge, reaching the pinnacle during his first visit to the masters’ common room on the fifth floor earlier that day.

      Enchanters, Jace thought. The whole lot of them can leap from the top floor for all I care.

      Quick hands and a deft ability to dodge had saved him from numerous situations that could have evolved from uncomfortable to downright awkward.

      Who knew the men here were so lecherous? Jace’s buttock was bruised because of a lewd old man who had pinched him while he was serving lunch. Perhaps it’s because they are trapped in this building.

      Jace wasn’t the only servant who suffered the attention of the dirty old men in the tower. The women he worked with whispered similar complaints. Earning the headmistress’s trust had offered him the chance to serve on the fifth floor, but he now knew why the other girls avoided the upper floors and why the job paid so well. However, Jace was here to fulfill a job of a different sort.

      Still climbing the stairs, he reached the fifth level and paused to glance out the window. The manor across the street was lit brightly, the low hum of a party audible. He shook his head.

      The royalty have no idea what life is like for the rest of us. I bet I could walk into that place, steal as much as I could carry, and nobody would know the difference.

      He sighed inwardly, turned toward the door, and knocked.

      A man’s voice called out. “Come in.”

      Opening the door, Jace stepped in and announced in a high voice, “Dinner is ready, Masters.”

      “Ah, you’ve returned with another meal,” said an old man with bushy gray eyebrows and a beard to match. His eyes traveled the length of Jace’s body, his lecherous grin betraying his thoughts.

      “Yes. Dinner. You may have heard of it,” Jace replied in a high voice, wincing when he realized his mistake. Remember, you are a servant.

      The man grinned. “My, you are a feisty one. What was your name again?”

      “It’s Janice, Master.”

      “Call me Olberon.” He gestured for Jace to walk in farther. “Please, set the food on the table.”

      Nine men sat around the table, which was covered with papers scrawled in Hassakani, a language unknown to Jace.

      “Yes, Master Olberon,” Jace replied in his woman’s voice.

      Jace approached the table, his eyes continuously flicking to Olberon. The man was known to be the worst of the bunch, a significant achievement. When Jace leaned forward to set the tray down, he felt Olberon’s hand against the back of his thigh and sliding upward. Jace shrieked and swatted at the man weakly as he danced away.

      “Master! What are you doing?”

      Olberon chuckled. “Just a bit of fun. No harm in it, Janice.”

      The other men grinned, one of them patting his lap and saying, “Please, sit with us for a while.”

      Jace noticed the man’s eyes focused on his chest as he spoke, which left him regretting his choice of fruit he used to fill out his bust. I should have used oranges instead of grapefruit. Another thought occurred to him. At least I avoided melons…

      “We don’t see many pretty women in this place,” said Master Penda. At fifty-something, he was one of the younger masters.

      “I appreciate the offer,” Jace said, covering his face shyly, “but I must be going. Mistress Mikan has much for me to do.”

      Jace hurried to the door while the men at the table laughed. Once on the landing, he rushed up the stairs before anyone saw him. He only hoped nobody was in the upper floors at this time of night. It had taken days for him to discover what was located on each floor and where his target might be stored.

      The basement was where the blacksmiths worked, forging items from metal according to drawings supplied by the enchanters. The retail shop located above it displayed common enchanted items for purchase. It was also where special orders were placed. Behind the shop were the barracks, housing the guards who protected the tower. The kitchen and food stores occupied the second floor. The servants, like himself, also slept on that level. Although his room was tiny, barely larger than a closet, Jace had slept in much worse. The fourth floor was where the eighteen apprentice enchanters lived. The entirety of the fifth floor was the masters’ common room, where they met to discuss theories on enchantments and to share discoveries…when they weren’t harassing the female staff. Those same masters lived in apartments on floors six through nine, each floor housing three masters. Olberon, the man in charge of the tower, lived in an apartment occupying the entire tenth floor.

      Running past the door to Olberon’s apartment, Jace continued to the next level and slowed. The door to the workshop stood open a crack, soft light from within seeping through. The lock was damaged, a hole punched through it, the edges charred and blackened. Upon closer examination, he noticed a similar hole in the frame and the remains of a broken bolt still inside it.

      Jace eased the door open and peered inside. It was quiet, and the room appeared unoccupied. He slipped in and softly closed the door before crossing the room. The door to the stairwell up was also open, the lock destroyed. A tingle washed over his body when he neared the door, the hair on his arms standing on end. His sensitivity to magic had saved his life more than once. Careful not to touch the door, he entered the dark, empty stairwell and crept upward.

      Unlike the other stairwell, this one was shrouded in darkness, the only light coming from exterior windows, each evenly spaced with a narrow opening and an arched frame. Jace made no noise and none came from above as he made his ascent. He passed closed doors leading to storage rooms but ignored them. The item he needed could only be found in the room at the top.
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      The curved stairwell ended at a black-stained door, illuminated by moonlight coming through a stairwell window. In the pale light, Rhoa examined the door. It appeared solid, and there was no visible sign of the scrawling text or symbols that accompanied enchantments. She reached out for the handle, red sparks crackling before she even touched it. She jerked her hand back as if bitten, yet it didn’t hurt. Kneeling, she jammed her fulgur blade into the lock, the metal sizzling as the blade drove through it. One more stab destroyed the lock. She kicked the door open.

      The room beyond the doorway extended the full diameter of the tower’s uppermost level. It was dark, save for moonbeams shining through the three east-facing windows. In total, eight windows encircled the room, each standing four feet wide and ten feet tall with an arch at the top. Unlike the window Rhoa had used to enter the tower, these were enclosed by a grid of rectangular glass panes. She closed the door behind her and advanced, her head on a swivel.

      Cabinets and chests filled the room, some covered by wooden doors or lids, others encased in glass to display the items inside. Circling the perimeter, she passed numerous enchanted oddities kept behind glass – a mask with horns, a shield carved from rock, a golden chalice with inlaid rubies, a bow with a string that glowed, a sword made of glass, and many others. Etched into every item were squirrely lines and symbols she couldn’t read but knew were related to enchantments.

      As Rhoa searched the room, the breadth of enchanted items occupying it became apparent, and her task seemed increasingly more daunting. The item she sought was reportedly on this floor, but it could take hours to sort through it all. Worse, she dare not touch anything. Enchantments ranging from traps to alarms to things resulting in instant death were sure to protect objects of power.

      When she reached the first moonbeam, she stood in it and faced the dark room, her gaze sweeping the open space. Through a gap between two display cases, she spotted a pedestal covered by a glass dome. Moving with care, she slipped between the cases and into the heart of the room. Through the domed glass, she saw an amulet of silver imprinted with an eight-pointed star, a closed eye in the center. The amulet was attached to a loop of black leather cord.

      “There you are,” she whispered.

      Further inspection revealed silvery squiggles and symbols encircling the rim of the glass dome. Breaking the glass might be a bad idea, she thought. Still, there must be some way to get the necklace.

      Kneeling, she knocked on the sides of the wooden pedestal. The raps sounded hollow. Her fingers ran down the front, across the symbols carved in the panel. She did the same to each side before squeezing between the pedestal and the cabinet behind it. Again, symbols were carved into the panel, but the pattern had a slight difference – an indentation where the others had a bump. She pushed on it, hearing a click. The panel tipped toward her to reveal a dark cavity. After setting the panel aside, she ran her hands along the underside of the dome and felt a release. A pull, a click, and a section came free. She lowered it until the amulet became visible. A smile cracked her face as she lifted her prize away.

      Standing upright, she raised the amulet high, the indirect moonlight revealing silvery lines and symbols engraved around the star.

      “I did it,” she whispered in excitement.

      “Who are you?”

      Rhoa spun to find a woman’s silhouette in the doorway, yet the voice had definitely been masculine. Seeing the woman but hearing a man, she decided there must be two of them. Rather than try to fight, she chose flight.

      She pulled the necklace over her head, the cord barely fitting over her mask. Turning toward the moonlight, she darted between the two cabinets. The woman hurried to follow along the outside aisle. Rhoa turned to meet the woman and faked an attack. When the woman raised a silver tray to block it, Rhoa fell to the floor with a scissor kick that took the woman’s leg out. Her opponent hit the floor, hard.

      “Argh!” a man’s voice cried out.

      It’s a man dressed as a woman.

      Rhoa scrambled to her feet and put all her weight against the cabinet beside her. It tipped back, then she pulled. The cabinet fell forward. The man on the floor quickly rolled away, the cabinet missing him as it crashed to the tiles. Glass shattered, exposing the rock shield.

      A loud, ear-piercing whistle burst from the ceiling. Rhoa looked toward the sound and saw steam filling the room.

      It’s an alarm, she realized.

      Her opponent stood, the destroyed cabinet between the two of them.

      “Dammit, girl. I need that amulet,” the man said over the whistle.

      “Never.”

      With a grunt, Rhoa hoisted the rock shield. It was heavy. She feinted, pretending to throw it. As the man took a step back in response, Rhoa turned and ran.

      She darted across the room, dodging between the cabinets and chests, a dark window in her sights. Using her momentum and all her strength, she threw the shield. It blasted through the glass in a spray of shards and wooden strips, some falling into the room, most raining outside the tower. Rhoa was forced to shy away from the glass and cover her face. When it settled, she saw her pursuer a few strides away, shaking his head.

      “We are hundreds of feet up. That way only leads to death. Why not just give me the amulet, then we can both walk away from this alive?”

      Rhoa drew both fulgur blades, gripping the hilts and grinning. “Sorry, but my plans include this necklace,” she shouted over the shrill alarm.

      She climbed onto the windowsill and turned to face the room. Wind howled through the window, the force at this height causing her to sway.

      “Don’t. Please,” the man pleaded, his hand extended toward her.

      “Farewell.”

      Rhoa stepped back and plummeted, the sense of weightlessness both frightening and invigorating as the ground sped toward her.
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      The high-pitched, ear-piercing alarm forced Jace to shout as he eased forward. “We are hundreds of feet up. That way only leads to death. Why not just give me the amulet, then we can both walk away from this alive?”

      The girl drew two knives from the sheaths on her thighs and shouted back, “Sorry, but my plans include this necklace.”

      She climbed onto the window and faced the room.

      Jace extended his hand toward her and took a step forward, fearful she might fall. “Don’t. Please.” The harsh wind coming through the window made him squint against it.

      She raised the blades in front of her. Jace noticed their odd design, the hilt bent from the blade, the blade itself rounded, like a pick.

      “Farewell.” The girl stepped back and dropped out of sight.

      “No!” Jace shouted as he dove forward, too late.

      He leaned out and saw her a quarter of the way down. The girl had stuck her blades into the stone in a trail of blue sparks, etching two lines down the side of the tall tower. The rate of her fall visibly slowed as the blades dragged across the stone. Less than a story above the street, her fall stopped altogether. She then pulled her blades free and landed, unharmed. Her shadowy form ran to a carriage parked on the hillside street and disappeared inside. As the carriage pulled away, Jace turned from the window.

      The alarm still whistled, the room filling with steam. He ran to the door and hurried down the stairs while he considered his latest problem.

      The men in the tower were also the oldest and had more than ten stories to climb. The guards, who were the most fit, had five more stories to ascend but would likely reach the top around the same time as the master enchanters. In his head, he imagined how far each group had already progressed.

      Around and around, Jace ran downward. When he reached the last storage room door, he heard yelling and rushing footsteps below. He slipped inside the dark room and hid behind the door, listening.

      The wave of master enchanters passed first, an angry, shouting Olberon trailing. The old man paused outside the door, gasping for breath before continuing upward. Moments later, the clanking of armor marked the guards’ passing. Jace waited in the dark for another minute as the footsteps faded.

      He slipped out the door, scurried down the stairs, rushed through the workshop, and entered the other stairwell. After passing the master enchanters’ apartment levels and their common level, he reached the apprentice level, where a cluster of young men had gathered.

      “What happened?” one asked.

      Jace put one hand to his chest and his other forearm against his forehead in dramatic fashion. “Intruders! They have infiltrated the tower,” he said in his female voice.

      The young men, whose ages ranged from their late teens to late twenties, looked at each other, then bolted up the stairs.

      Taking a deep breath to slow his heart, Jace suddenly realized he had forgotten the serving platter on the top floor. It would be found, and they would pursue him, eager for answers.

      He sighed inwardly. It doesn’t matter. My time here is over anyway. In some ways, I will miss Janice. He then recalled the nasty old men. I now know how a barmaid feels. Another thought occurred to him, drawing a smile. At least I no longer need to shave twice a day.

      All his careful planning and meticulous research had been ruined by a small girl. If she had come one night later, he would possess the amulet and would have disappeared.

      How am I going to explain this to The Whispering Man?

      Jace hoped he wouldn’t take it too hard. Rumors in the city included thieves found dead after failed contracts. When he met with him, Jace needed to present a solution.

      The only way to recover is to find the girl and claim the prize.

      While continuing down the stairs, he tried to recall everything he could about her. She was small, barely five feet, her build slight but muscular. It had been dim, but he still had the feeling her skin was darker than most, possibly making her Kyranni or even Hassakani. The way she had stood on the windowsill showed a lack of fear. Beyond all else, her blades stood out as unique – blades able to cut stone. Those same blades must have destroyed the locks. Weapons of power were uncommon, as were tools of such a nature.

      If Jace could track down the blades, he would find the girl.

      He needed that amulet.
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        * * *

      

      Still gasping after the long climb to the tower’s uppermost level, Grand Master Olberon bent down and picked up the silver platter. He held it in his hands and stared at the scowling face in the rippled reflection.

      “Janice,” he muttered to himself as he dropped the platter with a clang and surveyed the room.

      Steam still filled the air, but had started dissipating from the cool breeze coming though the broken window. Upon reaching the top, one of the other masters had disabled the alarm. It was a good thing, too. The cistern on the roof only held so much water. It would be a shame to waste it.

      “Grand Master! Look!”

      He turned toward the voice coming from the center of the room. Master Fingle stood amidst a circle of cabinets, waving Olberon over. Lifting his robes, Olberon stepped over the fallen cabinet. Broken glass crunched under his feet. A tower guard moved aside to allow him past as he slipped between the cabinets to join Fingle. What he saw next struck fear in his very soul.

      Fingle stood beside a pedestal covered by a glass dome. A dark opening occupied the space where the enchanted object normally rested.

      Olberon gasped. “This is bad.” He shook his head. “We must find her.”

      “Her?” Fingle asked.

      “Janice. I found the woman’s serving tray beside the fallen cabinet.”

      Fingle frowned at the empty glass dome. “How did she know where to find it? How did she know not to touch the glass?”

      Olberon shook his head. “I don’t know, Fingle.”

      Turning from the pedestal, Olberon walked to the outer ring and circled the room, toward the gathering of tower residents. The crowd parted for the tower master, some out of respect, others out of fear, despite Olberon’s diminutive stature. A breeze came through the broken window, stirring his wispy, gray hair and ruffling his beard.

      Dorn, the captain of the tower guard, leaned out the window, looking down. Olberon stood beside the man and peered out.

      The height made him queasy, the world distorting momentarily.

      Dorn pointed down. “Look. See the cuts in the wall?”

      Olberon peered where the man pointed but saw only shadow. “My eyes are not what they once were.” He turned back to the room. “Does anyone have a lunar lens?”

      “Yes, Grand Master.” Rickard, a tower apprentice, emerged from the crowd and held out a wooden tube with glass on each end.

      “Thank you, Rickard,” Olberon said, accepting the device before turning back to the window.

      Holding the tube to his eye, he gazed through it. The world bloomed to pale blue light. He leaned forward and peered down, ignoring the churning in his stomach. Beginning twenty feet below, two gouges, roughly two feet apart, tracked down the side of the tower.

      What could cut stone in such a manner? He considered possible enchantments, then it came to him.

      “Fulgur blades,” he mumbled.

      “Excuse me, sir?” Dorn said.

      Olberon lowered the lunar lens and turned from the window. “She had fulgur blades.” The man frowned, muttering, “But how does she use them? One touch will cause immense pain.”

      Fingle looked at him. “Should we search the tower?”

      He sighed. “Yes, but I suspect she is long gone.”

      Olberon walked through the crowd and toward the door, standing halfway open. The interior side faced him, revealing the silvery scrawl of the death enchantment. The lock was torched. The woman had somehow destroyed it with her fulgur blades and entered the room without triggering the enchantment. Otherwise, they would have found a corpse.

      Exiting the room, Olberon passed the two guards waiting there, then a line of curious apprentice enchanters who had fallen quiet upon seeing the tower master. He continued his descent alone, thinking.

      Janice had known about the amulet and its location. She had ignored the other items in the room. Some valuable, others planted there as decoys. The only other item missing was the stone shield – a failed enchantment. Whoever this woman was, if she really were a woman, she needed to be found.

      The Eye of Obscurance in the wrong hands… Olberon shivered at the thought. Worse, he needed to retrieve it before word of its existence reached Lord Malvorian. If the man discovered the purpose for the amulet... Olberon trembled.
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            Opportunity

          

        

      

    

    
      Morning sunlight shone upon the city of Marquithe, the tall, Maker-built structures casting long shadows across the streets. As a great city, the population numbered in the tens of thousands and ranged from homeless beggars to the wealthy, ruling class of wizards.

      Jace walked the streets he had grown to love, feeding off the pulse of the city. His years in Marquithe had further inflated his notoriety from impressive to legendary. He knew luck had played a large part in his success but would never admit it to anyone else. Luck occurs when one forges opportunity into success, he would say. In truth, he didn’t know what it meant. He just liked the way it sounded.

      He entered a city square. A mile away, the Enchanters’ Tower loomed over the surrounding wizard mansions. With the sight came a wave of consternation. All that preparation for nothing. Watching the girl steal his prize, well… It stung him to the core. Luck didn’t bless me this time. A rare occurrence indeed.

      Turning from the tower, he gazed at the moon hovering in the sky to the northeast. Unlike the sun – which rose and set every day, its path shifting north in the winter, south in the summer – the moon’s location remained constant. One could always tell where they were based on the moon.

      Shouting drew his attention, a soldier calling out to passersby. He and another were dressed in midnight blue capes and silver-plated armor. Their left breastplates were embossed with a circle pierced by a bolt of lightning.

      “Join the Thundercorps!” one soldier shouted. “Fight for your wizardom! Become a hero!”

      Two teens approached the soldiers. Jace shook his head. I’d sooner slop stables than become a soldier.

      The Thundercorps had been recruiting heavily the past year, leaving Jace to assume things had grown worse in the Fractured Lands. He wondered if the other wizardoms were sending more men there, as well. The thought lingered in his head as he crossed the square toward his destination.

      Most people would consider Marquithe Bureau of Trading an impressive building. It stood five stories tall and spanned the length of an entire street. Outside of the great cities and a few other ancient structures, it would be perceived as a building of great import. Here, it was above average.

      Jace strolled up to the door, two guards blocking his path.

      “No weapons allowed,” one said in a gruff voice.

      With a shrug, Jace handed over the dagger on his hip, his favorite blade. “Don’t go playing with it,” he said as the man tagged it. “It’s sharp, and you’re likely to lose something if you aren’t careful.”

      The other guard wrote the tag number on a slip of paper and handed it to Jace. “Funny.”

      Jace started walking forward until a hand pressed against his chest.

      “Hold on. We need to pat you down.”

      With a roll of his eyes, Jace nodded, his hand slipping into a coat pocket. “Go ahead.” He held a silver piece between him and the guard, the other guard’s back turned toward him as he placed Jace’s dagger into a locker. “Just be careful of my leg. I injured it last night.”

      The guard took the coin with a slight nod and began to pat Jace, starting at his shoulders and working his way down, the man’s hands sliding across his chest, back, and down his legs. If he noticed the knife hidden in his boot, he said nothing. The guard didn’t even bother to check Jace’s forearms, where his other two blades remained hidden.

      “All right.” The guard moved aside. “You’re free to enter.”

      Jace grinned. In a world filled with unexpected complications, bribes remained reliable and unchanging.

      He passed through the double doors and entered the building. The interior was open at the middle, four stories of railed lofts overlooking the atrium-like interior. Walls broke each loft into five separate lounges, most of which were occupied. Windows at the front and rear of the building provided light, the sun streaming in from the east. The hum of many conversations echoed throughout the spacious building.

      In the middle of the hall, six clerks sat behind a large, circular desk. Beyond it, people waited on benches along the walls. The building was the hub of trade for the southern wizardoms, a place of power where thousands in gold exchanged hands each week. The pursuit of such wealth had led to the downfall of Jerrell Landish, his failed gambit among the reasons he now went by Jace. The memory of his single loss still stung – a memory that resurfaced every time Jace visited the Bureau of Trading.

      If only I had taken caution to verify the rumors. At the time, he had thought it a safe investment with the opportunity to triple his money in short order. If only I had never listened to that woman…

      Jace banished the memory as he approached the desk. He tapped the counter impatiently, waiting for a clerk to record numbers into a ledger, the feather on his quill flicking furiously. The clerk was in his mid-twenties, a few years younger than Jace. Like his coworkers, he wore a black coat and beret to match. The man’s cheeks were pudgy, as were his hands.

      After a moment, the clerk looked up at him and frowned in annoyance. “Yes?”

      “I have business in room fifty-one.”

      The clerk’s expression softened, his eyes flicking up toward the fifth level. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I already have a contract.”

      “And the password?”

      “Opportunity.”

      The clerk nodded and reached for another book, looking it over for a moment. “He is currently with someone.”

      “He will see me. This is important.”

      With a sigh, he stood. “Follow me.”

      The clerk circled around two seated coworkers and emerged from the opening between the front and rear desks. Jace followed him to the stairs. The clerk was overweight, his steps labored as he climbed. At the second level, Jace noted the people seated around the table in the nearest loft bay. A balding man with a thick, dark mustache and wearing a ruffled doublet leaned over the table, fiercely negotiating with a gaunt, older man whose expression appeared unfazed. Both were finely dressed – a common sight for those who conducted business here.

      They continued up, passing the third and fourth floors, each filled with people brokering deals. When they reached the top level, the clerk had to lean against the wall to catch his breath. He then waved Jace along and waddled down the narrow corridor. Ahead, a trio of toughs stood outside a closed door, their fists clenched and faces grim as they watched Jace approach. The clerk knocked and waited, his eyes nervously flicking toward the guards.

      A male voice came through the door. “What is it?”

      “Sorry to bother you, sir,” the clerk croaked. “A man with a business opportunity wishes to speak with you.”

      All fell quiet as the clerk backed away from the door and cast a nervous glance toward Jace. The door opened, a woman exiting. She was tall and graceful, her blonde hair falling across bare shoulders, drawing all eyes to her dipping neckline and partially exposed assets. Her blue eyes locked on Jace in a silent challenge, brow arching.

      I despise you, Jace thought as he glared back at the woman. You owe me fifty gold, and I wish I could extract it from your double-crossing hide.

      “Jerrell,” the woman said in a dismissive tone.

      “Haelynn,” Jace replied bitterly.

      Without another word, she turned down the corridor and headed toward the stairs, her hips swaying overtly in her tight, black dress. The clerk’s gaze followed the woman, as if in a trance, until one of the guards followed her, blocking his view.

      One of the remaining guards gestured toward the open door. “Go on in.”

      Jace did just that, closing the door as the clerk turned to leave.

      The room was dark, save for a single candle flickering in the far corner. In the center of the room, a hooded man sat alone on a sofa, facing the door. Among other assets, Jace had been blessed with keen eyesight and could see in the dark better than most. However, he had not yet been able to pin an identity to The Whispering Man. Attempts to trail the man on four different occasions had been a waste, all leading to different buildings occupied by different people. On none of those occasions did the man depart. The time Jace wasted on those fruitless pursuits was another source of frustration.

      “Sit,” the man said in a hushed voice.

      Jace sat on the chair across from him. A low table sat between them, cups and a carafe on top.

      “Would you care for a drink?” the man asked as he filled his cup.

      “No. You know how I feel about such offers.”

      The man chuckled. “Yes. You must be careful about food and drink.”

      “Poison is an occupational hazard.”

      “For more occupations than you realize.”

      “Perhaps.”

      The man leaned back with cup in hand, his legs crossed. “I heard there was a disturbance in the Enchanters’ Tower last night. You are getting sloppy.”

      Jace grimaced. “An alarm was triggered, but it wasn’t by me.”

      “Did you retrieve the item?”

      “The item was stolen, but not by me. There were…complications.”

      Silence.

      The knife hidden in Jace’s boot was inches from where his hand rested, two others hidden up his sleeves. He remained ready should it come to violence.

      “Explain.” The man’s tone was as emotionless as granite.

      “I had secured a position among the tower serving staff–”

      “Their servants are all women.”

      “Yes. I have some skill in portraying others.” Jace frowned at having to share details. “Including women.”

      The man actually chuckled.

      “Anyway, I decided to make my move last night, but when I reached the room where the item was stored, I found a girl already there, holding the item. When I tried to take it, she escaped in a method I was unable to follow.”

      “I heard. Someone leapt from the window.” The man sounded impressed. “The building is two hundred and fifty feet tall. Walking away from such a fall requires something more than skill.”

      “Yes. She had some sort of enchanted blades.”

      The man’s tone became grave. “Regardless, failure is failure.”

      “I can find this girl and retrieve the amulet.”

      Silence. Jace waited, assuming the silence was meant to intimidate.

      The man took a deep breath, exhaling. “I cannot abide another failure. If I allow you to leave this room, you had best complete the contract or there will be consequences.”

      “Consider my track record. You know some of it, but there is more you do not know. You came to me because I have proven able to do what others label impossible.” Jace leaned forward and stared hard at the man’s shadowed face. “I will succeed. Not only in retrieving the item, but in completing your ultimate goal.”

      “How do you know my goal?”

      “You are not the only man in Marquithe with connections.” Jace leaned back, relaxing as he sensed the man’s perception shifting. “With the amulet, I’d have the protection I need. It is past time Taladain became a memory.”

      “Hush,” the man said as he leaned forward and set his cup down. “You know the danger if others discover this contract before it is executed.”

      Jace smiled. “I do.”

      The man lifted his hands before him, fingers tented. If Jace could see his eyes, he guessed they would be narrowed. “You intend to do this alone?”

      “I prefer to work alone. Even if I need assistance, the objective and your involvement will remain secret.”

      A long moment of quiet followed, but Jace was no longer worried. The man needed his help. Finding another to accept the contract would be difficult, particularly regarding the final objective.

      “Very well. I will give you another chance. Just remember, the contract is to be completed soon after the next Ghealdor Darkening. That will leave the throne open for quite some time. In such a span, much can occur.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Sensing he was dismissed, Jace stood and turned toward the door, pausing to look over his shoulder. “If I succeed, I expect the reward to be worth the risk.”

      “Oh, I assure you, success will render a greater reward than you suspect.”

      “I want four times the original commission.”

      After a beat, the man said, “Done.”

      Jace opened the door and slipped out, already considering his next step.
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        * * *

      

      Roddem Despaldi stood with his ear against the door, listening to the conversation in the neighboring room. Based on Despaldi’s research, the reputation Landish had established was well deserved.

      I wonder if the man can pull it off.

      The conversation ended, the sound of a door closing coming to him.

      “Despaldi,” a man said from the other room.

      Opening the door connecting the two rooms, Despaldi stepped through and studied the man who had called for him.

      Thurvin Arnolle was a small man, his face covered in shadow as always while acting as The Whispering Man.

      “You heard what Landish said. What do you think?” Thurvin asked.

      Eyes narrowed, Despaldi stared at the door Landish had used moments earlier. “I think he is telling the truth. His story matches the recounting of witnesses both inside and outside of the tower. Besides, the gold he was to earn from completing the contract was enough to ensure he wouldn’t attempt to peddle the item elsewhere.”

      “I agree.” Thurvin pushed his hood back, exposing his narrow face marked by a pointy nose and thin mustache. “Things have changed now that the enchanters no longer possess the amulet. Undoubtedly, the Enchanters Guild will cover up the theft. Olberon and the others would never admit to possessing an item such as the Eye of Obscurance. Not with the power it holds. The political ramifications have been altered, and we can now take a more direct approach.

      “At the same time, I cannot rely on one man alone to recover the amulet and complete our objective, despite his reputation.”

      Despaldi smirked, an expression that made most others uncomfortable. Tall, dark, and possessing an ugly scar across his cheek, he was well aware of the image he portrayed. In fact, he used it to his advantage. “You want me to track down the girl?”

      “Yes. Kill her if you must. She is nothing to us,” Thurvin said. “More importantly, if you obtain the item, kill Landish. If he somehow obtains it and completes the mission, capture him and anyone else involved. Return with him and the amulet. We will allow our master to decide how we proceed.”

      Thurvin grimaced before he continued. “I don’t trust Landish. The amulet is too dangerous to be allowed outside our control, especially since he has discovered what it can do.”

      Invisible tentacles wrapped around Despaldi, tightening around his torso and lifting him off his feet. He glowered at the wizard before him, refusing to show fear. Thurvin was not a big man, nor was he a powerful wizard, but he possessed skills Malvorian valued and had achieved a position of power, despite his shortcomings. Despaldi despised the little man.

      “Do not fail me, Despaldi,” Thurvin growled. “If the Eye of Obscurance falls into the wrong hands, the consequences will be dire.”

      Grunting and struggling to breathe, Despaldi choked out, “Yes, Master Wizard.” Someday, you will feel the edge of my blade, you weasel.

      When the coil of magic released, Despaldi landed on his feet. Recovering immediately and refusing to show weakness, he moved to the door.

      “Take as much gold and as many men as you need,” Thurvin said. “This is the most important thing you will ever do. Success will open the door to a new age – an age when you and I will rise beyond your imagination.”
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      The horse-drawn wagon hit a pothole in the road, bouncing Rhoa into the air. A grunt slipped out when she landed back on the wooden seat. Willem, who sat beside her, held the reins with ease while watching the two-horse team pull them along. Tall, boxy wagons, like the one Rhoa shared with Willem, Pippa, and Rhett, stretched in a long line ahead of their own, each painted in a garish color and radiant in the light of the rising sun. Trailing them were long, flat, oxen-drawn wagons loaded with canvas, scaffolding, stands, ropes, and long, thick poles used to pitch the performance tent.

      Moving a menagerie from one city to the next was a massive undertaking, the tear-down taking a full day, the setup twice as long. It was among the reasons they moved no more than four times a year. Even then, it often took weeks to reach the next city, the journey excruciatingly slow.

      The horses walked with ease, pushed by the wagon in a gradual descent. Ahead of them, the plains appeared like a giant plaid blanket, divided by farms with plots of crops here and there, interspersed with fields where yellowed grass grew wild. Dark and distant silhouettes of cattle, horses, goats, and other grazing livestock dotted the fields.

      Rhoa twisted to look behind them, her gaze landing on the city spread across the hilltop. Marquithe was a massive landmark, topped by Lord Malvorian’s palace at the heart. Beyond the city, through a distant haze of morning mist, Rhoa could just make out the mountains marking the border between Farrowen and Pallanar.

      She turned to look forward again and squinted in the sunlight, her focus settling on the head of the caravan.

      Stanlin’s wagon, red with yellow trim, was the brightest of the lot. She recalled the effort it had taken to convince him to return to eastern Ghealdor, but he had yet to agree to visiting the great city of Fastella. Their last conversation on the subject, three days past, replayed in her head.

      Rhoa had been standing outside her wagon, taking a moment to gaze over the moonlit countryside below the city. She had changed from her costume, washed, and wore a robe over her smallclothes. The show had ended a half-hour earlier. In her head, she still heard the applause, although the spectators had already returned to the city.

      Stanlin had emerged from the ticket stand and clapped her on the shoulder, his big hand gripping it firmly. “Wonderful show, Rhoa. You had the crowd gasping more than once. The applause was deafening.”

      Rhoa shrugged. She knew she was among the stars in the troupe, the latest routine crafted to feature her unique skills.

      The man dropped his hand and stared her in the eye. “Although we will depart soon, you leave Marquithe as a legend.” He grinned. “The Black Sparrow will remain in their hearts and minds for some time to come.”

      “I appreciate the praise, Stanlin. However, you know what I wish to hear.”

      His face darkened. “Fastella.”

      “It has been ten years,” Rhoa said. “Surely people have forgotten by now.”

      “The masses, yes.” Stanlin nodded while twisting the end of his dark mustache. “The wizards, unlikely. Taladain, never.” He shook his head. “To him, ten years passes the same way a season passes for others. He will never forget.”

      “Even so, it won’t happen again. You’ve made sure of that.” Rhoa shifted tactics, working the man’s pride – a massive, inflated target. “Consider the new elements you have added to the troupe over the past decade. You must admit, the audience response, even among the wizards, has been glowing.”

      Stanlin grinned again, his eyes glinting in the moonlight. “True. As a result, we have remained outside Marquithe weeks longer than planned. Most shows remain sold out after a full season. It is what we showmen dream about. In fact, some have come to watch three or four times.”

      “So you’ll do it?”

      The man sighed. “I have spoken with Purdi. She agrees with you regarding a return to eastern Ghealdor. We will try our luck at Starmuth. Where we go next depends on our reception.”

      He turned and walked toward his wagon, where his wife, Purdilayne waited. While he still had not agreed to her plan, a visit to Starmuth would place Rhoa much closer to Fastella, which was good enough for now.

      The wagon struck another pothole, the violent lurch shaking everyone aboard and drawing Rhoa from her reverie. Willem appeared sullen, holding the reins numbly. He was often moody and disliked driving the wagon, yet he didn’t trust the other acrobats to handle the reins, save for short breaks. Rhett’s last attempt at driving a long stretch had led to a broken wagon wheel. Rhoa wondered if he had done it on purpose just to avoid the task for future journeys.

      Bored of riding beside Willem, Rhoa turned and climbed onto the wagon’s roof, stepping over the furniture, chests, and canvas rolls tied to it. Pippa and Rhett sat on the rear seat, watching the city fade into the distance. When she reached the rear of the roof, she bent and gripped the metal railing. With the grace and strength gained from training over half her life, she lifted her feet high into the air and balanced. The wagon hit a bump, forcing her to shift her weight to avoid tipping. She wondered how it might appear from a distance – the sight of her in a handstand on the roof of a moving wagon. She also wondered when Pippa or Rhett would notice.

      Finally, Pippa turned and said, “Are you trying to show off?”

      “No. I’m succeeding,” Rhoa said with a grin.

      Pippa chuckled. “As usual.”

      Rhett reached up and gave Rhoa a shove. Losing her balance, she brought her legs in, landing on the roof rather than tumbling over the edge.

      “That will teach you,” he said.

      Pippa arched a brow at him. “Do you even know her?”

      He laughed. “Too well. You are right. She is not likely to learn.”

      Rhoa settled on the seat between them. “You cut me to the quick with your harsh words.”

      All three laughed. Of any of them, Rhoa wore the toughest armor against such things.

      Pippa asked, “Did Stanlin say how long it will take to reach Starmuth?”

      “He told me to expect twelve days.” Rhoa ran her hand through her dark hair, gathering the loose strands. “I would think somewhere around fourteen. In the past ten years, I can’t recall one journey that has gone according to his schedule.”

      Rhett snorted. “You’ve got that right. Remember the trip from Shurick’s Bay to Illustan?”

      Pippa, the youngest of the troupe, frowned in thought. “Was that the one where we broke more wagon wheels than we had spares?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It was Rhett who broke ours.” Rhoa grinned.

      He elbowed her. “It wasn’t my fault. That was supposed to be an easy trip, taking no more than a week. It took twenty-three days. We could have crawled farther in less time.”

      “Well,” Rhoa said, “let’s hope for better luck on this trip.”

      The trio fell silent for a time, watching the great city of Marquithe fade into the distance. Soon, the ground leveled and farms became more scattered, broken up by vast, grassy fields. Rhoa grew bored and climbed down, dropping to the road paved with stones.

      “What are you doing?” Pippa asked.

      “I thought to run for a bit,” Rhoa said as she hurried to the side of the road.

      “I’m going with you.” Pippa dropped from the wagon and scrambled to the side of the road before the next wagon arrived.

      The two girls set off at a jog, easing past the wagon while Rhett watched. Then he began climbing down. “Oh, you’re not leaving me here alone.”

      “Let’s run,” Pippa said with a grin and charged ahead.

      Rhoa hurried to follow.

      “Wait for me!” Rhett shouted from behind, but they were already two wagons ahead.

      The girls ran hard, not slowing until they passed Stanlin’s wagon.

      “What are you two miscreants up to?” the man shouted from the driver’s seat.

      Rhett, approaching fast, yelled from behind them, “I’ll get you two.”

      With a giggle, the girls ran across the road just strides in front of Stanlin’s team. They then continued into the grassy fields, luring Rhett after them. When they paused for a breath, he closed the gap, his arms extended. Rather than him able to scoop the girls up, each darted in an opposite direction. Rhett split the gap between them, leaving him alone.

      “Come on!” he laughed, pausing while looking one direction, then the other.

      When Rhett made a decision and chased Pippa, Rhoa turned to chase him. The game was something they played while traveling. It broke up the monotony and was good exercise. Sometimes, one of the boys would chase the girls; other times, both girls would chase one boy.

      Over the years, Willem played less and less often, especially when Gray, the older acrobat leader, died from a fall. Since then, Willem spent most of his time driving and found little joy in their games. Rhoa suspected it had to do with Willem’s age, now that he was nearing thirty. At twenty-four, Rhett was five years older than Rhoa, and Pippa was the youngest at sixteen. Even so, Rhoa had been with the troupe the longest of the current acrobats, seeing others come and go over the years.

      There were times she had thought she would live with the menagerie forever. Now that she possessed the amulet, she knew the end would soon come.
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        * * *

      

      The setting sun painted the clouds orange and pink. Rhoa and the other troupe members were busy, either setting up camp or preparing dinner. Workhorses and oxen tethered to stakes just outside of camp munched on the endless supply of grass surrounding them. Not far from the road, a fire burned at the heart of a circle formed by the colored wagons. Workers unloaded tables and chairs and arranged them around the fire.

      When her tasks were complete, Rhoa sat with the other acrobats, who treated each other like siblings. The hulking strongman, Juliam, and his wife, Sareen, joined them.

      “It was a pleasant day for travel, wasn’t it?” Sareen held out a basket filled with day-old bread.

      “It was fine,” Willem replied, accepting the basket.

      “Cheer up. It could have been raining,” Rhett said. “I recall a few trips where it rained so hard, we had to stop at the side of the road for days to wait for it to dry.”

      Juliam nodded as he finished pouring himself a glass of wine. The carafe appeared tiny in his big, meaty paw.

      Sareen leaned close to Rhoa and lowered her voice. “Will you tell me where you and my husband went last night all dressed up? Despite my cajoling, he insists it needs to come from you.”

      Rhoa considered how to respond. From the day she had first joined the troupe over a decade ago, Juliam and Sareen had treated her like a daughter. Juliam was often overly protective of Rhoa but had proven he would do anything for her. Tall, pale, and blonde, Sareen looked nothing like Rhoa, but the entire troupe treated the woman as if she were her natural mother. Sareen had done an admirable job of guiding Rhoa along the path to womanhood. That had created a lifelong bond between the two women, even if they didn’t always see eye-to-eye.

      “I…” Rhoa didn’t wish to lie to Sareen, so she crafted something close to the truth. “A patron invited me to a party at Wizard Forca’s mansion.”

      “I see. Does this patron have a name?”

      Rhoa recalled the boy who had pursued her and smiled. “The wizard’s son, Godwin.”

      Pippa leaned close. “You were with a high wizard’s son? He knows you are ungifted, right?”

      Rhoa shrugged. “I may not have been truthful with him.”

      “Rhoa…” The tone of Sareen’s voice made Rhoa grimace. “I am disappointed. While we may not be royalty, there is a nobility in using your talent to entertain others. Do not pretend to be what you are not. Stand firm and be proud of who you are.” She gestured to the people surrounding them. “Be proud of your family.”

      Rhoa swallowed hard and stared at her plate, her previous hunger suddenly gone. Sareen had an uncanny ability to make her feel guilty. “You don’t understand, Sareen. I did what I had to do.”

      Sareen glanced at Juliam, who had suddenly taken a focused interest in the potatoes on his plate. “What, exactly, does that mean?”

      Anger stirred inside Rhoa. She didn’t want to have this conversation. “I wanted others to see me as something else, if just for a night.” She stood. “Excuse me. I need a moment to myself.”

      She took a walk, circling the outer ring of the camp. The sky was clear, and the bright globe of the moon provided ample light for her to see.

      “What you must think of us,” Rhoa said, talking to the moon as she did sometimes. “You peer down at humans as we come and go and chase our foolish dreams, while you persist, forever in the sky.” She sighed. “Even the sun sleeps at night, but you are ever vigilant. I wonder at the things you have seen as the ages of man pass. I wonder what marvels existed a hundred years, a thousand years, even ten thousand years ago.”

      Rhoa considered what she knew of history, an education rooted in her travels and the stories she had heard. The great cities and other structures were said to be very old, relics from a time when legendary beings were said to have walked the lands. The Makers, some were called. Based on what she had seen, their ability to shape and fit stone far exceeded what was known today. Over the prior ten years, she and the troupe had journeyed far. The cities built by man, cities where years numbered in decades or centuries, were poor comparisons to the great cities, which were well over a thousand years old.

      By the time Rhoa had lapped the camp twice, her anger had cooled. She loved Sareen and knew the woman had her best interests at heart. Yet what Rhoa intended was the one thing sure to set Sareen on edge. Whenever the subject of revenge arose, Sareen would rail against it, insisting Rhoa move on, saying it would only lead to a bad ending. But she didn’t understand. Rhoa could never forget the horror of watching her parents’ capture, or forgive the man who had killed them.

      She entered the camp to find her fellow troupe members cleaning up after dinner. The Family, as the troupe called itself, numbered twenty-eight people, most of whom were in the show. Being performers at heart, dinner was a prelude to the spectacle that followed.

      As they did most evenings when not performing, the band played for the sheer joy of it. The music was lively, inviting others to clap along. Rhoa joined in, dancing and laughing, doing the best to enjoy herself – at least on the outside. Pretending joy was the only thing she knew.

      Despite her smile, the darkness lingered – scars from a painful past and the specter of a future likely to see her dead before the year was out.
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      The setting sun tinted the clouds over Marquithe with hues of orange, pink, and red, leaving the streets covered in shadow. The business activities in the High District were drawing to an end. In Marquithe, evenings were meant for entertainment, something the wealthy pursued with a fervor Jace admired.

      The three-story house he watched likely held more than a dozen rooms. A modest house among wizards, but a mansion for anyone else, save the wealthiest among the ungifted.

      A man in flowing, gray robes with a yellow sash emerged from the house and paused, waiting for his wife. The woman stepped out wearing a ruffled yellow dress and a black cape. She took his arm as the servant holding the door scurried ahead to reach the carriage before his masters. He opened the door, holding it as the wizard and wizardess climbed in. The door closed and the driver urged the horses into motion. The servant watched the carriage until it turned and faded from view. From his position down the street, Jace saw his chest rise and fall with a deep breath of relief. He imagined the man’s sigh.

      The servant returned to the house, shouting something as he entered. With the homeowners away, Jace’s plan simply required the proper timing. So he waited.

      He had spent the previous two nights circling the outer ring of the city while visiting the seedier taverns. Dice were thrown, ale was consumed, and laughter was frequent. By the time each night had ended, his coin purse bulged. His luck was, of course, manufactured. Sleight of hand and weighted dice tended to shift things in his favor. Those dice were always with him, just in case.

      At his last stop on the second night, he had ended up in a fist fight after a big win at the Spotted Cow Tavern. It had been him against three angry traders from out of town. The men had left with a broken nose, a broken arm, and a severe limp, in addition to numerous bruises. Jace’s knuckles were still tender, as were his swollen eye and sore ribs, but recalling the fight brought a grin to his face.

      That was good fun, he thought.

      Fights with visitors to the city were a common event for Jace. Bigger men assumed him an easy target because of his short stature. They didn’t know him by reputation as the locals did. Of course, those same locals now refused to throw dice with him for the same reason.

      Despite his efforts, he had not discovered any leads regarding his true mission. Nobody he had spoken with knew of a girl with blades able to cut stone. Having no luck after visiting the establishments where he was welcome, he decided to alter his search closer to the heart of the city. The gentry tended to be a far more boring lot, but his quest was urgent and would take him where it wished, not where he might prefer.

      Only after darkness had consumed the western sky did Jace rise. With casual ease, he crossed the street and entered the wizard’s house.

      A grand entryway greeted him with a ceiling two stories above, a stairwell before him rising to a balcony, and a waiting area below with pale marble tiles. He walked up the stairs, not trying to be particularly quiet, but achieving near silence anyway. Years of sneaking made even his normal steps soft.

      Reaching the second floor, he passed three bedrooms, then took another staircase to the third floor. At the top was an open door that brought him to the room he sought.

      The master bedroom covered the entire floor. A circular window at one end looked out over the street, Lord Malvorian’s palace beyond it. As if on his command, the blue flame in the uppermost tower flared brightly, sprouting beams of blue light in four directions. Bells in the citadel pealed, other bells repeating the sound throughout the city. From within the house, the chant of Devotion hummed. Everyone else in the city, and throughout the wizardom, would perform the ritual, as they did every night. Those caught not participating were hauled off to the city dungeon. When they were next seen, they would be lacking an appendage. The first offense was a finger. The second, a hand. The third, well… Jace had never met anyone who had been caught three times. The penalty in Farrowen was harsher than most wizardoms, but he suspected it was a mandate by Malvorian and nobody could say otherwise. After all, who would challenge a wizard lord?

      He passed the oversized, four-poster bed and entered the walk-in wardrobe. To one side, dresses, bodices, capes, and shoes adorned the walls, waiting to be worn by the mistress of the house. To the other, Jace found what he sought. While he appreciated the wizards who wore flashy apparel, he also found such garb too memorable to bystanders. In his line of work, it was better to be less conspicuous.

      Upon choosing a dark gray robe, he gathered it in one arm and found a dark red sash to match. He then exited the room and proceeded down the stairs. When he reached the main floor, he heard someone behind him.

      “Who are you?”

      Jace turned toward the servant from earlier, the man on his knees with his hands in the air. From deeper in the house, he heard other servants chanting.

      “I’m from the restaurant where your master and mistress are dining.”

      “The Illustrious Inn?”

      “Yes. Exactly.”

      “Why are you here, and why do you have Master Millani’s robe?”

      “Oh.” Jace held it out, patting it with the other hand. “There was an accident, one that involved cream soup and wine staining Master Millani’s outfit. He demanded I run here and retrieve a new one immediately.”

      “But… But…,” the man stammered. “What about Devotion?”

      “Oh, it started right as I arrived. I figured a quick run upstairs would go unnoticed, take less time, and save both of us added trouble from your master.” Jace leaned forward and whispered, “I’m sure you would rather he not be in a bad mood when he returns.”

      The man blinked and nodded. “You are right about that.”

      Jace grinned. “Good man.” He stepped to the door. “Now, I’m going to pop outside and kneel until Devotion is finished. As soon as we hit the last note, I am off and running. It’s quite a trek, you know.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Jace glided out the door and shifted to the shadows.

      As Devotion continued, the city chanting in harmony, their prayers directed to the tower of blue flame, Jace donned his new robe and sash, then slipped into a new persona to match.

      Jace was gone, replaced by Master Ferrol Wrenthal of Shear. Yes, impersonating a wizard was an offense punishable by death. It was the fourth law Jace had broken since the sun rose. He was approaching his average.
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        * * *

      

      Jace stepped into The Golden Lyre and looked around. The tables were filled with well-dressed men and women dining in candlelight. Some of the men wore robes, marking them as wizards, others wore the fine coats or doublets suitable for city officials or wealthy merchants. Waitresses dressed in tight, black gowns circled the room, pouring wine and taking food orders. In one corner, a woman wearing a white dress strummed a harp, the music fluid and soothing. In another corner, six men played cards. The ambiance was pleasant, professional, and refined. Jace was already bored by it.

      He crossed the room, nodding to others who happened to glance at him. Recognizing a couple wizards, Jace stopped and shook each man’s hand, telling them both that it was good to see them again. As expected, each stammered a reply, but neither questioned who he was. It was poor form to forget the name of a fellow wizard, and people were uncomfortable about such things.

      When Jace reached the table where cards were being played, he stopped behind the only empty chair. “Mind if I join you?”

      “I don’t recognize you,” the man shuffling the cards said.

      “Oh. Forgive me.” Jace held his hand to his chest. “I am Wizard Ferrol Wrenthal from Shear.”

      An older man dressed in dark green robes said, “Ah, the Wrenthals. I met a Wrenthal once. I think his name was Gerald.”

      Jace nodded, actually having met Gerald Wrenthal a number of years earlier. “That would be my father.”

      “How is your father?”

      Shaking his head, he replied, “Not well, I’m afraid. He had a bit of bad luck some years back and never fully recovered.”

      Jace recalled the event clearly. Sorry about the poison, old man. I couldn’t have you showing up and upsetting my plans. Still, the dose had been minimal, and the man had survived.

      The man at the table shook his head. “I’m sorry to hear that. My name is Parwick. This is Dermont, Benby, Charleston, and the man dealing is Olen.” He gestured toward the empty chair. “Please, sit. You do know how to play Hanapuli, correct?”

      “Yes, but it has been some years since I’ve played. I never was very good.” Jace gestured toward the piles of coins in the center. “How much to join in?”

      “Two silver marks to open, one to raise.”

      “Wizards are the high card?”

      “Of course.”

      Jace dug out his coin purse, pulled out a few pieces of silver, and set the purse on the table. Olen dealt, giving each player seven cards. When Jace saw a wizard card in his hand, he decided to save it.

      Better to lose the first few hands while I ask questions.

      When his turn came around, he drew from the deck, careful to keep two cards pinched together. He discarded with one hand while slipping the wizard up the sleeve of his robe with the other, tucking the edge behind the hilt of the dagger hidden there.

      “Why are you visiting Marquithe?” Parwick asked.

      “I am seeking a girl.”

      “Well, you’ll find more than a few in Marquithe,” Dermont said, causing everyone to chuckle. He then slid another silver to the middle of the table. “Raising.”

      Jace and the others each slid a silver into the middle, then drew another card.

      “This girl is special to me. She is the love of my life, but I don’t even know her name. I have been searching for some time, and I believe she is in Marquithe.”

      Dermont flipped his cards over. “High castle,” he said, noting his strong hand.

      The others around the table threw their cards down, and Dermont swept the pile of coins to himself.

      Parwick picked up the cards and began to shuffle. “Can you describe this special girl?”

      Jace gazed into the air, as if staring at a spectacular vista, his tone dreamy. “She is small of stature, with a dark complexion and dark hair. One might think she is younger than her true age, but her wisdom proves she is an adult. She is quick of wit and fit of body.” He added the last bit, sounding like an afterthought, “She also carries special weapons.”

      Parwick’s bushy brows furrowed as he began to deal. “What sort of weapons?”

      Jace shrugged. “I cannot say exactly. I guess I would describe them as daggers, but bent at an odd angle. Oh, and they can cut stone.”

      “Cut stone?” Olen remarked.

      “Enchanted,” Dermont said, nodding knowingly.

      “Wait.” Benby spoke for the first time. “I saw someone matching that description in the menagerie.”

      Jace turned toward the blond man, the youngest at the table, his face covered in pale scruff. “Menagerie?”

      Benby nodded. “Yes. Outside the city.”

      “You are right,” Dermont added. “I attended a performance many weeks ago, shortly after the menagerie first arrived. There was a girl in the show who uses enchanted blades. I didn’t think of it before because they seemed more like tools than weapons.”

      “This girl…,” Jace asked as he lifted his cards. “What did she do in the show?”

      “She was one of the acrobats. Dressed all in black with a fancy name, like Black Bird,” Dermont said.

      “Black Sparrow,” Benby corrected.

      Dermont nodded as he drew a card. “Yes. That’s it.”

      Jace played out the hand, losing again while collecting another wizard card. He would lose another hand or two as he waited for the pile of coins in the center to grow. When he played his hand, he would walk away with a sizeable profit, but not enough to earn enemies. He had plenty of those already. Besides, he dared not create a situation that might reveal his lack of magic.

      Money aside, he had already acquired what he needed. He now knew where to find the little thief. In the morning, he would visit her to retrieve the amulet.
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        * * *

      

      The ground was trampled, the grass brown, dead, and beaten into submission. In some areas, only dirt lingered. Jace remained unsure as to what a menagerie was, other than some type of entertainment for those who could afford such things. Judging by what he found, it seemed to require many wagons, some carrying a lot of weight. Deep ruts led from the area to the road. He followed them and stopped at the edge of a downhill slope, his gaze sweeping the horizon.

      Puffy clouds drifted east, driven by the same wind that bent the yellowed grass beside the road. Plowed fields and split-rail fences surrounded the farms dotting the vast plain. He spotted a pair of riders coming toward him and a farmer’s wagon farther out. Beyond that, he saw nothing, certainly no sign of a wagon train.

      The menagerie must have left after she stole the amulet, but no later than yesterday, he thought.

      If he waited, catching the girl would only become more difficult, so he resigned himself to departing by mid-day. The list of tasks he needed to complete before then ran through his head as he gazed at the vista. At the top of the list was procuring a horse. There were multiple places in Marquithe where he could obtain one using nothing but guile. With his objective in mind, Jace turned back toward the city.

      Walls standing over a hundred feet tall loomed before him, dark and foreboding. They made the city appear as if it were the home of giants. Even the main gate was a height exceeding three stories. He approached the entrance and absently wondered how much the portcullis weighed. The dull, black bars were made of a thick metal. Like most structures in the city, the walls and gate were remnants of the Makers and a time before recorded history. Who or what the Makers were remained unclear and was often a topic of debate.

      Guards dressed in silver armor and blue capes stood beside the gate, ignoring Jace as he walked past them. They had seen him leave the city and had no reason to question his reentry. As Jace headed toward his room above the Blue Hen Tavern, he mentally tallied the items he needed to purchase before leaving the city. The trip would set him back a bit, but should he be successful, the contract would make him rich. And the gold would be deserved.

      To earn it, he simply had to achieve the impossible.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      From the top of the outer wall, Roddem Despaldi watched Landish poke around in the field outside the city. The thief did not remain for long before returning. However, it had become clear that the girl he pursued had left with the menagerie.

      Despaldi turned toward Sergeant Quiam, the man in charge of the north gate. “What was the name of the man who ran the menagerie?”

      “Stanlin, Captain. Stanlin Rhymes.”

      “Rhymes…” Despaldi watched Landish cross the square and enter the street leading to his apartment.

      If the thief pursued someone in the menagerie, he was about to leave the city. Despaldi must gather a squad and prepare to do the same. First, he needed to visit Thurvin, then he would appoint someone to cover for him while he was away.
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      Dressed in nothing but her shift, Narine Killarius paced while her mind raced. Having grown up as a princess, her outward demeanor often displayed cool confidence. Today was different. Today, she would be put to the test – a test of life and death.

      An ocean breeze blew through the open window, the sun low in the west, reflecting a long tail of light across the bay. It would be dark soon. When the moon owned the sky, the Trial would begin.

      Why do I worry? Master Wizardess Vidan says I am ready. Even Master Mebane tells me I am prepared.

      “If you keep this up, you’ll wear tracks in the floor,” Adyn said from across the room.

      Narine threw her hands up in dramatic fashion. “Excuse me if I’m a bit anxious. I’m about to risk my life. Some of us are affected by the idea of failure equating to death.”

      “Life is full of risks.”

      Shooting a glare at her bodyguard while still pacing, Narine retorted, “Easy for you to say. You’re not about to undergo the Trial.”

      Adyn was reclining on the divan, her legs up and crossed at the ankles. She had her dagger out, using it to clean her nails. Her gaze was focused on the task, the blade sharp enough to do serious damage if it slipped, which would never happen. Not under her watch.

      “Good thing, too, since I’m no wizard.”

      With a huff, Narine stopped and put a hand on her hip, her voice rising as anger added to her anxiety. “Are you just going to pick your nails all night, or are you going to help me?”

      Looking up, Adyn’s green eyes met Narine’s glare. Backing down was not in Adyn’s nature. Tall with cropped brown hair, Adyn was attractive, but Narine would describe her more as handsome than pretty, her athletic build giving others a hint of her skill.

      “Forgive me, Your Highness. Whatever can I do to assist you?”

      Narine closed her eyes for a long beat, attempting to calm the fluttering in her stomach. When she spoke next, the fire had left her voice. “Listen, Adyn. I’m sorry. I am just anxious. Unlike you, I don’t cross blades for a living.”

      Adyn stood. “I don’t, either. I train so I can protect you should the need arise, but I hope to avoid such situations.”

      “I hope that, as well.”

      Narine’s thoughts shifted to her older siblings. All dead, save one. The risk of me joining them will increase should I survive the night. It’s ironic that surviving one trial will merely lead to another, the latter perhaps even more dangerous.

      “Sunset is approaching. I should get dressed. Will you help me?”

      Adyn grabbed Narine’s hand and looked her in the eye. “You know I am always here for you.”

      Narine grit her teeth to fight back the threat of tears. She hugged Adyn, who often seemed more like a sister than a bodyguard. She was the one person with whom Narine could share her true self, not the person she pretended to be. “I’m blessed to have you.” A tear slid down Narine’s cheek.

      Stop. Get your emotions under control, Narine.

      She pulled back and spun on her heel, walking toward the wardrobe while quickly wiping her eyes dry. Crying will do you no good. You are no longer a spoiled little girl. You are about to become a master wizardess.

      The dress Narine chose was a pale yellow, a suitable match for her long, blonde hair and olive complexion. Stepping into it, she pulled it up. The fit was tight over her hips, a problem she would not have encountered when she began at the University.

      “Will you button me up?” she asked, turning her back to Adyn.

      A tall, oval-shaped mirror hung on the wall beside the wardrobe, the young woman looking back drawing her attention.

      Narine filled out her dress quite well, perhaps too well, certainly more than when she had first arrived at Tiadd eight years past. Her honey-colored hair was piled on top of her head, secured with clips to keep it in place. She had grown it out since leaving home and refused to braid it. Braids were for children, and the longer hair made her feel more like an adult.

      I am an adult, she thought. But will my father treat me as one when I return? The blue eyes in the mirror had no answer to the question.

      “There,” Adyn said, stepping away. “All finished.”

      Narine spun around and smoothed her skirts. “How do I look?”

      Adyn’s scrutinizing gaze swept Narine from head to toe. “Put a crown on your head and people might think you were a princess.”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “I am a princess.”

      Adyn grinned, her green eyes sparkling. “What a coincidence.”

      The comment earned her an eye roll. Narine turned toward the window, the sun now a red ball of fire at the horizon. Nightfall was minutes away. The storm in her stomach returned, roiling the seas and tossing everything to chaos.

      “We had better go.” Adyn walked toward the door.

      Narine smiled at the image Adyn cut, striking and intimidating all at once. She loved Adyn and was proud to have her as a bodyguard. A curved sword was strapped to one of her hips, a curved dagger to the other. She wore a pale shirt covered by a brown leather jerkin, which matched the woman’s tight breeches. Her tunic was unbuttoned to the point of distraction, a common occurrence in the tropical weather during their stay on the island. Black boots reached her knees, with another dagger hidden in each boot. Narine was unsure how she managed to retrieve them when needed.

      Pulling the door open, Adyn stepped out, her gaze flicking up and down the corridor. Narine waited until the bodyguard moved aside. A lifetime of living together had created a routine for each of them – Adyn forever wary, and Narine tolerating the caution. Still, Adyn meant much more to Narine than just a mere protector.

      While Adyn was three years Narine’s elder and theoretically a servant, the bodyguard had always treated her as a peer. Sometimes that included setting Narine straight when she was being overly emotional, illogical, or just plain pigheaded. She was self-aware enough to admit her emotions sometimes gripped the helm and steered the ship – oftentimes toward stormy, troubled waters. While growing up, Narine had heard stories about her mother’s emotional tendencies, often just as wild and unruly. She longed to know her mother better, but those stories were all she had.

      While Narine’s slippered feet made little noise, the heels of Adyn’s boots echoed off the corridor walls as they passed the neighboring apartments, the doors all closed. Many of the girls would be attending dinner at this hour. Not Narine. Food was the furthest thing from her mind. With her stomach roiling, she feared anything added to the churn would promptly be rejected.

      They reached the lift, and Narine placed her hand on the control panel. She drew in her magic, filling her with a rush and tingle. A disk of white energy extended from her palm, forming a pattern she knew well. Unlike her father’s lift, this one could be triggered by anyone who knew a basic energy construct and possessed enough talent. Neither were things Narine lacked.

      The gears above them whirled as the platform rose up the shaft at an easy pace. Even before it reached their level, Adyn jumped on, landing easily. Narine envied the other girl’s lithe, tall build and toned muscles. She knew Adyn’s rigorous training sculpted her fit figure, but she also knew she could never match it. In addition to her average height, Narine had always been awkward. Her lack of physical grace began when she was young and had never improved. Thinking back as far as she could recall, Adyn had always been able to throw, run, and jump as well as any boy her age. Even as an adult, Adyn remained exceptionally strong and skilled enough to make anyone think twice before challenging her.

      When the platform stopped, Narine stepped on as gracefully as she could manage. Remember, you are a princess. The words sounded hollow in her head. More importantly, you have the knowledge and skill to pass the Trial. Her time as a student had repainted Narine’s own view of herself, obscuring the spoiled teen she had left behind in Fastella.

      Visualizing a basic energy construct, Narine again opened herself to the source of magic and drew it in. It was glorious. Her skin began to glow, which was something Adyn or other ungifted would not be able to see but was painfully obvious to Narine. She placed her hand on the panel, applying her magic in the pattern of the construct, and the lift began to lower, eliciting a low hum.

      The building where she and the other women lived was twelve stories tall. Her position in society placed her on the top floor with only two others, both princesses from other wizardoms. Other than Adyn, the two girls were the only students Narine considered friends. Pass or survive the Trial, she would miss Freilla and Sariza, for her time at the University was coming to an end.

      Other floors slipped past, each housing girls whose status was lower than those above. The lower floors were divided into many rooms, each far smaller than the suite Narine shared with Adyn.

      The buzz of conversation arose above the hum of the lift, the noise reaching a crescendo as they passed the second floor where the dining hall was located. The chatter then faded as they continued toward the main floor.

      The platform stopped, and they both stepped off to enter the spacious receiving hall. Tall pillars lined the room, providing a slight sense of separation from the lounges to each side. Similar to the rest of the building, the pillars were carved from rock, square in shape, and consisted of green, orange, and white striations. Narine had examined those pillars numerous times since her arrival. Like every other structure in the University, there were no seams to it. Rather, it was as if the entire building had been carved from a single block of stone.

      I wish we understood the Makers better than we do.

      The arched doorway of the main entrance stood open, which was typical outside of hurricane season. It had been weeks since the last tempest, the season waning with the passing of summer weather. During those storms, the doors remained closed, the windows covered, the entire University shut down, as if it were under siege.

      Narine and Adyn stepped out of the building, descended a short flight of stairs, and crossed the University commons. Varied hues of gray, green, and orange swirls and splotches marked the surface of the rocky plateau. Even in the failing light, it was a sight to behold. Narine recalled her first glimpse of the University – the beauty, the mystery, the breathtaking majesty, even for someone who had lived in a palace.

      The entire complex had been carved out of the side of a mountain, an impressive feat by any measure. The University was a place of legend. A place where those who could wield magic honed their abilities. A place where those with talent entered, but only those who had mastered all six major constructs emerged. Similar to the great cities, the University was crafted by Makers many centuries ago. The city hugging the bay below the plateau was another story.

      Rather than being subject to the rule of a single wizard lord, Tiadd City was controlled by the University itself. It had been built for the sole purpose of supporting the instructors and students living at the University.

      One thousand, two hundred and sixty-four steps, Narine thought.

      During one of her visits to Tiadd City, she had counted the stairs leading from the city streets to the University. She had learned the hard way to limit purchases made in the city. Lugging an armload of goods up those steps was a test she did not long to retake. Adyn had only made the trip worse, refusing to help, complaining about Narine’s repeated need to stop and rest. Despite Narine’s frustration with Adyn at the time, recalling the memory now brought a smile to her face. The grin faded when the specter of the Trial pushed the memory aside.

      As the two women passed the circular fountain at the heart of the plaza, Narine found her eyes drawn to it. In the center was a sculpture of a gryphon, its neck arched toward the sky, a spout of water arcing from it. The gryphon’s eagle head and neck were green-hued, the lion body and legs orange, the wings gray, and all carved from the very rock surrounding the plateau.

      Four students sat on the edge of the fountain, two males and two females, each couple in quiet conversation. The only others visible were a cluster of bodyguards practicing with their blades near the men’s apartments. The clash of metal against metal rang across the commons.

      The instructional center waited at the east end of the plaza, below the mountain peak from which it was crafted. The front of the building shone with the dim light of the setting sun, illuminating a façade hundreds of feet long and nearly as tall. Windows, ledges, balconies, and doors covered the face of the building. Rounded pillars surrounding the entrance supported an awning four stories above. While the view of the building was breathtaking, what occurred inside was both wondrous and frightening.

      When the two women reached the stairs before the building, they drew to a stop.

      Adyn faced Narine and put a hand on her shoulder, looking her in the eye. “You can do this. You are stronger than they know. Someday, they will tell other students stories about you, eager to claim they had a hand in shaping you into something legendary.”

      Narine gave a weak smile and a nod. “You always know what to say.”

      “I’m only saying aloud what you already know in your heart.”

      “Perhaps I should listen to my heart rather than allow my head to have its way.”

      Adyn smiled. “Now you are making sense. You often overthink things. Push those thoughts aside and just be. You do that and you will be fine.”

      “Very well. I will try.”

      “That’s all anyone can ask.”

      Narine eyed the tall door and the darkness beyond. “I will be a while. They say it can take hours, sometimes the entire night.” She turned back toward her friend. “Will you be all right?”

      “Don’t worry about me.” Adyn glanced toward the sparring guards. “I’ll test my sword for a bit, get a bite to eat, then sit watch out here. When you emerge, I’ll be waiting.”

      Narine was thankful, yet felt the sting of guilt. “You should get some rest. There is no need for us both to forego sleep tonight.”

      “Pfft.” Adyn waved the comment off. “I can sleep when I’m dead.” She tilted her head and gazed into Narine’s eyes. “I will be here when you come out. Nothing can stop me.”

      “Have I told you how wonderful you are?”

      She smiled. “Perhaps, but hearing it again never hurts.”

      Narine laughed. “You are incorrigible.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      Turning, Adyn walked off, leaving Narine no choice but to advance on her own. Just as well, she thought. It had been her only choice all along.

      She climbed the stairs, embraced the flow of magic, and entered the building.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          

      

    

    







            The Trial

          

        

      

    

    
      The corridors of the Arcane Instructional Center were eerily quiet. Alone, Narine continued toward the heart of the mountain. She passed rooms where she had trained, chambers where she had practiced, arenas where she had faced other students in duels. She passed doors and corridors that had grown familiar during her stay, places filled with books, tools, and enchanted items. Those areas fell behind as she entered a narrow, torchlit corridor she had only taken twice before. This time, she was to go beyond the Caverns of Testing

      The instruction given to her had been clear – appear in the Heart of the mountain when the moon claimed the sky. The Heart was a special place, used for the Trial and little else.

      Sensing magic ahead, she slowed. The corridor had an arched frame, narrowing it to half the width. She detected an energy, angry and violent, demanding she turn back. It seeped into her body with a feeling so excruciating, she gagged and fought the urge to vomit. She almost turned away, then recalled what her mentor had told her.

      Be steadfast, Narine. You only get one chance.

      Resorting to her magic, she drew it in and held it close. As always, the power gave her a rush, a sense of invincibility. A large part of her training had been to ensure she understood the truth – none, save a wizard lord, were invincible. Magic was like a drug. It made you believe things beyond the truth, twisting perception. While intoxicating, holding magic too often would eventually burn out even the most talented of wizards. If it weren’t the case, the entire wizard class would constantly draw on their magic, drinking it in.

      Her palm held out before her, Narine moved closer to the doorway. The angry evilness pushed back in throbbing pulses. Visualizing a construct of protection, she formed a shield, wrapping it about her body. It was a complex spell that required complete concentration. When she took a step, the pressure increased, growing worse as she advanced until it threatened to crush her. Gritting her teeth and holding the shield in place, she pushed on, resolute.

      Suddenly, she was through the doorway. The pressure released immediately, the wrongness gone. She dismissed her magic, leaving nothing but the dullness of an ordinary, magicless existence.

      Ahead, another doorway waited, this one a closed wooden door, ten feet tall and foreboding. Metal studs gleaming in the torchlight offset the dark red finish. Although lacking the repulsive magic of the archway, the door projected a similar, ominous threat.

      A pause and a deep breath allowed her to draw upon her courage and push against the door. Its weight fought her momentarily before giving way. The view of the room beyond caused her breath to catch.

      The rock walls were hundreds of feet apart, rounded, smooth, and formed a dome that gave Narine the impression of standing inside a giant egg. Swirls and striations of orange, green, purple, and gold marked the walls and ceiling. At the top, far above, was a single, circular window. A moonbeam, far more striking than any she had ever seen, shone through the window. It seemed as if the moonlight had, somehow, been magnified, the pipe of light so distinct, she imagined she could climb it to the dome’s apex. Where the moonbeam met the floor, it created a perfect circle interlaced by lines that formed an eight-pointed star. At each point of the star was the symbol of a wizardom. Among them, she spotted her own – the profile of a snarling dog’s head.

      To the side of the chamber, a group of people waited, clustered together in quiet conversation. All wore black robes, secured by the gold sashes of master wizards. One noticed her enter and approached.

      “Your timing is good, Narine,” said Master Hildama. The woman’s gray hair appeared white in the moonlight. Her voice fell to a hushed tone. “You have proven your expertise in all six major constructs and numerous derivatives, but this test is less about magic and more about inner strength. Believe in yourself, follow your intuition, and keep your emotions in check.”

      Narine nodded with a weak smile. The woman had been her mentor for much of her stay at Tiadd. She knew Hildama wished her to succeed, suggesting Narine apply for the Trial three times before she finally gave in. Narine wished she had the same faith in herself.

      “We will soon be ready to begin,” Hildama said.

      Narine looked toward the circle of light in the center of the cavern. “What am I to do?”

      “You will stand in the center of the octagram. When the ceremony begins, you must be prepared for anything. Survival will require every bit of your courage. Although what you see during the Trial is not real, it is quite deadly. You must remain cognizant of both aspects. Think of it as a nightmare that can kill you. If you keep that in mind, you will be fine.”

      Narine swallowed, but the lump in her throat remained. “That does not sound reassuring.”

      Hildama smiled. “Assurance is wasted on the Trial. Those who have the means to survive do so. Those who don’t…”

      “Hildama,” a man said. “It is time.”

      The woman put a hand on Narine’s shoulder, her gaze intense. “You are stronger than you know.” She then turned and joined the others, leaving Narine alone.

      Best to get on with it. You committed to this, Narine. There is no turning back.

      She clenched her fists at her sides and walked toward the light. When she drew near, the moonbeam seemed even brighter than before. She half-expected to smack into something solid, squinting as she stepped into the light. Other than the brightness, it turned out to be harmless…at least for now.

      Narine stopped in the octagram of intersecting lines, resisting the urge to look toward the moon. The light was intense, casting a distinct shadow at her feet, so she feared looking up might blind her for what was to come. She needed her faculties more than ever this night.

      The masters appeared in the surrounding gloom, spreading around the circle of light. As one, they stepped into the moonbeam, one person positioned at each point of the star. The churning in Narine’s stomach returned, more intense than ever. Her heart raced, as if she had run for miles. Sweat ran down her ribs. She suddenly feared she had made a mistake.

      The wizards raised their arms out to their sides, each extending their palms toward their nearest neighbors. A hum of power surged, the wizards glowing as threads of white magic burst from their hands, the power connecting them in a circle of swirling energy. It flowed faster as the hum became a roar. The tornado of light grew increasingly more intense, completely obscuring the robed figures. Narine gasped when she was lifted off her feet. The world bent and fell away, leaving her floating in the ether.

      The swirling light slowed and began to fade. As she settled to the floor, her surroundings took shape. The wizards were gone, the cave replaced by her childhood bedroom in Fastella.

      A fire burned in the hearth, dimly lighting the otherwise dark room. It was night, and when she looked down, she saw she was dressed in a robe. Confused, Narine glanced around and wondered how she had been transported and what she was to do.

      A knock at the door made her jump, forcing a gasp past her lips while her hand pressed against her chest. She could feel the thump of her racing heart against her palm.

      Collecting herself, she asked, “Who is it?”

      “Eldalain.”

      She frowned. It was uncommon for her half-brother to visit her, especially at night. They had never been close. He was twenty years her elder and was often away from the palace on some mission for their father. Worse, she was frightened of him – his grim expression and dark eyes, cold and calculating.

      Crossing the room, she unlocked the door and opened it.

      Eldalain stood alone in the corridor, appearing exactly how she remembered him, although it had been eight years since they had last spoken. His robes were purple, as always, his sash silver. Tall and thin, his hair and eyes were dark, like her father’s. His beard was trimmed short, his lips drawn in a thin line.

      “May I come in?”

      She peered down the corridor. It was dark and empty.

      “Yes. Of course.” She stepped aside and allowed him past before closing the door.

      Eldalain stopped before the fire, staring into it.

      “What is this about?” Narine asked.

      “Power, Narine,” Eldalain said. “Everything is about power. Position. Command. Money. Magic. All of it.”

      She blinked, confused. “Has something happened?”

      “Yes.” He turned toward her, his glare frightening. In response, Narine drew in her magic and her skin began to glow. Eldalain snarled, “Hold on to your power. Would you challenge me?”

      Narine shook her head. “No. I have no desire to rule.”

      “Liar!” he shouted, his body flashing alight with magic. “You went to Tiadd with the desire to grow strong enough to kill me so you can ascend unchallenged.”

      “Why would you say such a thing?” she retorted. “When have I ever expressed any hatred toward you? What makes you believe I want to take the throne?”

      “Everyone wishes they could become lord! Everyone!” He flicked his hand toward the fire and magic burst out, snuffing the flames so only their two glowing bodies lit the room. “The power of a god, the immortality, the unequaled wealth, the ability to rule an entire kingdom with impunity… Everyone desires these things. However, history has shown that such power does not belong in the hands of a woman.”

      The overwhelming madness emanating from him made her fear what he might do next. She prepared herself, forming a construct in her mind. The moment he lifted his hand, she unleashed the construct of protection, forming a shield. Lightning crashed against it, the energy bouncing off and scattering in sparks, sizzling through the room and setting furniture ablaze. With everything she had, Narine smashed the shield into him, knocking him backward and over the sofa before he tumbled to the floor. She spun around and ran out the door. When she emerged, she stopped, confused.

      The corridor was gone, replaced by her father’s immense throne room. Sconces on the pillars along the perimeter glowed with a purple hue, as did the throne across the massive room, her father slouched in it. The man had never shown her warmth, but he also had never attacked her. Desperate for help, she ran toward him, down the long aisle and between rows of empty benches.

      As she neared the dais at the front, she slowed, then stopped, gaping in horror.

      Her father’s eyes were burnt out, the empty sockets blackened. His mouth hung open, head tilted and unmoving. Laughter from behind sent a chill down her spine. She spun to find her brother stalking toward her with purple-hued energy constructs framing his fists, his presence radiant with the magic he held.

      His magic should be white.

      “Father is dead. I now hold his power,” Eldalain said, as if reading her mind.

      Narine had never been close to her father. Although he had always been distant, he had never treated her poorly. Others feared him, and for good reason. Quick to anger and ready to issue a harsh penance, the man displayed little to no compassion. She sometimes wondered if living for centuries and watching numerous wives and many of his offspring pass had hardened him, leaving him reluctant to love too much. Despite his faults, she had never wished him dead.

      Eldalain, on the other hand…

      Her brother lashed his hand out and a wave of violet lightning flashed toward her. Rather than attempt to block it, Narine drove a hard wedge of compressed air beneath her feet, launching herself into the air. Eldalain’s magic struck the throne, blasting it and their father’s corpse to pieces. Narine fell toward the floor, quickly creating another upward blast of air to slow her descent. The burst of wind blew her robe open, and she landed on her hands and knees.

      Eldalain strode toward her with glowing eyes and an evil grin. Narine scrambled to her feet and ran. Blasts of power just missed her in explosions of stone and wood, destroying anything they touched.

      She reached the side door and emerged into the citadel temple, stumbling on a narrow runway fifteen feet above the floor. In the back of her mind, she knew the temple and throne room did not reside beside each other, but the disconnection from reality was buried beneath her fear.

      The massive temple dome was empty, save for one person standing on the circular dais at the end of the runway. A beam of moonlight shone down through the only window in the domed roof, illuminating the dais. The light made it easy for Narine to identify the person.

      “Adyn!” Narine shouted as she ran toward her friend, who stood in the hub of the stone altars encircling the dais.

      “What is it?” Adyn asked as Narine drew close. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s my brother,” Narine said, panting. “He has killed my father and intends to kill me. He has gone mad.”

      Adyn’s face became a scowl of determination. She drew her sword and dagger and turned toward the runway. Eldalain walked through the open door and continued down the runway, glowing with the power he held.

      “You cannot escape me, Narine.” His tone was menacing.

      “Leave her alone!” Adyn shouted in defiance.

      Eldalain shook his head. “I cannot. She is a threat and must be eliminated.”

      He brought his hands together, forming a ball of purple-hued fire. Spinning the fireball in his hands as he drew them apart, it grew in size until it was three feet in diameter. His hands thrust forward, the fireball launching toward the two women. Adyn dove in one direction, Narine the other. The fireball struck an altar and the stone exploded, sending debris and fire everywhere.

      Narine climbed to her feet, seeing Adyn already standing, her sword ready. The bodyguard darted forward and launched her dagger, dropping to the floor when a blast of lightning came at her. It struck another altar, cracking it in half. The blade buried in Eldalain’s shoulder, and he staggered backward.

      Adyn rose to her feet and charged, her blade ready. Just as she was about to strike, he swept his arm in front of him, raw energy blasting her backward. She landed on her back twenty feet away and did not move.

      Eldalain pulled the dagger from his shoulder and tossed it aside. Magic sizzled around the wound as it healed.

      “You cannot kill me, little sister.” His eyes were alight with madness. “I now hold the power of Gheald.”

      He stalked toward her, his stride confident. Her mind raced as she considered what to do, how she could fight him. His power dwarfed hers, and he could heal himself, something she could not do.

      In the back of her mind, Hildama’s words replayed.

      While what you see during the Trial is not real, it is quite deadly. You must remain cognizant of both aspects.

      Drawing in her magic, Narine blasted a surge of air at Eldalain. It struck him, lifted him off his feet, and sent him over the edge of the runway. At the same time, Narine convinced herself there was no temple floor below like there was in the real world. Here, she imagined it as an endless pit with no bottom.

      Eldalain’s scream came from somewhere far below, fading until he was too distant to hear.

      Narine ran to Adyn’s side. The side of her head was bloody, her hair matted. Closing her eyes, she put her hand on Adyn’s forehead and opened her senses. There was a pulse, albeit weak. Desperate, she wove a construct of repair and began to overlay the magic on Adyn’s wound, using the strength of Adyn’s own body to feed the healing process. Adyn’s eyes flashed open as she cried out in pain before falling limp.

      Narine pressed her fingers against her friend’s neck, no longer detecting a pulse. Tears blurred her vision.

      “No. Please, Adyn. Don’t be dead.” Her voice sounded hollow in the bottomless room.

      In a cold, unloving world, Adyn had been Narine’s salvation. They had grown up together and had shared everything. Their relationship was the one thing Narine valued most, the one thing she would defend to her last breath. With Adyn gone, Narine was as empty as the bottomless temple. Her senses were dulled by the loss, her ability to reason buried beneath a mountain of anguish.

      As if caught in a trance, Narine stood and walked to the edge of the dais. If I jump, will I die? She didn’t want to live without Adyn. She couldn’t live alone, couldn’t live without the love of the orphan girl who had treated her as a sister. Narine raised her foot, hovering it over the abyss. How has it come to this?

      She gasped when she recalled the Trial, hastily drawing her foot back to the dais.

      Gathering her resolve, she crossed the runway and left her dead friend behind. She reached the door, opened it, and stepped out.

      The room flashed with bright light, forcing Narine to cover her eyes with her arm. She lowered it hesitantly and found the light tolerable. Silhouettes in wizard robes surrounded her. One of them stepped forward.

      “Are you all right, Narine?” Hildama asked.

      “What happened?” Narine was confused, overwhelmed by her ordeal.

      “You survived,” Hildama said with a smile. “Congratulations. You are officially a master wizardess.”
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            Exile

          

        

      

    

    
      Rawkobon Kragmor was filled with fear, his breath coming in rapid gasps. A firm grip on each of his thick arms pulled him along the tunnel, one he had never seen before. In fact, they had taken him higher in the mountain than he had ever been, through ancient, dormant shafts. The higher they went, the more frightened he became.

      A massive wheel of stone blocked the tunnel ahead. The guards escorting him stopped, jerking him to a halt. Lawchief Honnekon, son of Dorrekon, walked toward the stone wheel before turning toward Rawkobon. The lawchief’s hair, red with gray streaks, ran past his shoulders, mirroring the thick beard that covered his barrel chest.

      Honnekon’s face was drawn in a frown, but his eyes were filled with pity. “Rawkobon, son of Bawkobon, you have been found guilty of greed and selfishness, placing your own desires ahead of the clan. Per the high court’s ruling, you are forever exiled from Ghen Aeldor.” Honnekon closed his eyes for a moment, as if fighting his own emotions. “Do you have any final words?”

      Rawkobon had said all he could to change the minds of the leaders. He had begged, pleaded, sworn to never again allow his desires to lead him astray. Never did he deny the accusations, for the truth had been clear. He had violated the laws of Ghen Aeldor. When the eyes of the elders had softened, he thought to avoid the worst punishment. Rawkobon’s father then spoke against his own son, dashing his hopes as he denounced him and declared him a servant of Urvadan. Rawkobon knew little of the dark god. The desires that drove him to break the law were far more personal.

      “I… I…,” Rawkobon stammered, fumbling for the words before deciding on the truth. “I did what my heart asked of me, Lawchief. My only regret is getting caught.”

      “So, you finally admit that your heart is corrupted.”

      “I told you before. I know nothing of the Dark One. I kept the gemstone for myself. It… It spoke to me.”

      The man blinked. “Spoke to you? What nonsense is this?”

      Rawkobon turned away in shame. “I did not wish to covet it, but the gem held a power over me. I… I cannot explain.”

      The lawchief grunted and turned away. He approached the stone wheel and held his hand against the metal plate embedded within it. Rather than rolling, the wheel of stone rotated inward, pivoting on a hidden pivot. Light seeped through the entrance, bright, blue, and terrifying. Rawkobon squinted at it and resisted, doing his best to dig his heels in while his escorts dragged him toward the opening. As one, they gave him a final shove. He stumbled and landed on his hands and knees, scraping his palms and bruising a kneecap. A pack of supplies landed beside him.

      Frantic, he stood and turned as the stone door closed.  “No!”

      He ran to it and felt around with his hands, finding nothing of note – not a trigger, not a handle, not a panel. Beyond the doorway, he sensed the hollowness of the tunnel and the movement of the retreating party until they faded away. He pressed his palms against the cold, hard surface, prepared to dig through it, then stopped, his fingertips embedded into the stone. Leaning forward, he closed his eyes and rested his head against the stone wheel. He stood in that position for a long time, torn between his fears of the outside world and the reaction of the clan should he break his exile.

      Defeated, Rawkobon leaned back against the stone door and slid down to sit on the cave floor. He raised his arm and covered his eyes to avoid looking at the frightening light emanating from the entrance. Tears of shame tracked down his face.

      Time passed, perhaps an hour, perhaps two. Rawkobon was not sure. He gathered the pack, opened it, and drank from the water tube stored inside it, draining half before realizing he needed to find more water to refill it. Regardless of what else might kill him, he would certainly die if he could not find water within the next day or two. With that in mind, he forced himself toward the bright, blue-tinted light.

      He peered through the opening, gazing upon the outside world for the first time. Based on what he knew of history, he might be only the second of his clan to walk on the surface in eight centuries. The other exile had occurred just five years earlier.

      Have you survived, Algoron? Are you out here somewhere, or have you passed from this world?

      After the man had been found guilty of breaking the most sacred law in Ghen Aeldor, his family had never again mentioned Algoron. Until the past year, when the gems had begun to speak to him, Rawkobon never understood why Algoron had done it. Now, he knew too well. It was not a choice, but more of a compulsion. Rawkobon’s weakness had taken him down the same path as his banished uncle.

      He gasped. His family would speak of him no longer, just as they had forgotten Algoron. The realization cut Rawkobon to the core, but he wasn’t sure what hurt worse – the shame he had brought upon his family or them abandoning him for the clan.

      Mustering courage, Rawkobon stepped outside the cave.

      A tree-covered slope and valley lay below him. Until now, he had only seen trees of this magnitude depicted in the ancient drawings marking the oldest caverns of Ghen Aeldor. Compared to these, the trees growing in the Caverns of Life were tiny, the largest barely exceeding twenty feet in height.

      Terror had him panting. Although he stood still, his pulse hammered in his ears. He clenched his eyes shut, but could not feel the weight of a mountain above him. Instead, he sensed…nothing. For the first time in his life, no stone ceiling contained his surroundings. The very thought chilled him.

      He forced his eyes open and looked up. He staggered backward on a gasp and clutched his chest. The sky was so vast, covered by tiny, glowing lights. The distance to those lights was so, so far. He gripped a rock beside him, his hand sinking into it, as something firm to keep him grounded. His worst fear was falling up into the empty sky.

      Yet nothing else was pulled upward. His feet still clung to the ground, his hat to his head. As he came to realize he would not float off into the endless heavens, he slowly removed his hand from the rock and noticed a bright light coming from just beyond the mountain peak above him. Determined, he eased forward, drawn by the need to see the source of the light.

      Stepping with care, he climbed down the hillside and circled along the shadow-covered ground. When he reached the edge of the shadow, he gasped.

      A pale, round ball of impossible brightness shone upon him. This must be the sun I’ve heard about, he thought. It is even brighter than I had feared.

      Turning away from the light, he began climbing down the mountain. He did not know where to go, but water ran downhill, so he would find it somewhere in the valley below.
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        * * *

      

      The hours trickled by as Rawkobon walked through the forest. Finally coming across a stream, he drank as much as he could, then filled his water jug. The water was cold, the bite of it stinging his throat and making his head hurt.

      Not knowing which way to go, he turned toward the light in the sky and followed it in the hopes it would prevent him from walking in circles. He passed through clusters of needle-covered trees, through thick grass and underbrush, steadily moving downhill.

      A howl arose in the night, the call echoed by others. The sound brought the terror in Rawkobon’s heart to life again. Whatever had made the sound was somewhere on the hillside above him. Driven by fear, he ran.

      Through trees, under branches, and over fallen trunks, he rushed through the shadow-filled forest. The howls turned to barks and growls, growing closer and closer. Turning to look over his shoulder, he saw animals darting between the trees. His heart raced, his breath coming in rapid, urgent gasps as he raced through the forest. The trees parted at a clearing. Straight ahead was a sheer wall of rock, the top of which stood high above him, blotting out the light in the sky. The cliff face extended in both directions as far as he could see.

      Rawkobon turned to face his pursuers while backing toward the wall. The first animal stopped at the edge of the wood, lifted his nose to the sky, and howled. The beast was large and covered in gray fur, its yellow eyes filled with hunger. Other beasts emerged from the trees, teeth bared, growling, pacing. The number went from three to seven to twelve as they formed a half-circle around Rawkobon, trapping him.

      His back collided with the rocky wall. Moving slowly, he turned and dug fingers into the rock. With a burst, he jumped up and began climbing. His fingers thrust into the rock with each reach, sending shards spraying down. The beasts lunged forward, emitting high-pitched barks. The lead animal jumped up, narrowly missing Rawkobon’s foot when he jerked it upward. He looked up and continued his climb as the beasts circled below, barking and howling in frustration. Rawkobon was strong, young, and fit, yet the wall was over a hundred feet high, and he had eaten nothing in many hours. His shoulders and arms grew tired, but he continued to climb. He had no choice, having to either reach the top or fall prey to the pack of beasts below.

      Finally, after what seemed an eternity, he reached the top of the cliff and swung his legs up, collapsing upon the moss-covered rock, panting. His arms felt dead, his fingers raw and torn.

      After some time, he sat upright and noticed a bright light on the horizon, well below the glowing orb in the sky. He frowned, watching it grow brighter and brighter until he was forced to raise his arm to block the light. From his pack, he drew a sheet of cloth. It was thin enough to see through, so he tied it around his head with the cloth draped over his eyes.

      The light at the horizon suddenly bloomed into a bright ball of fire. It was terrifying and so bright. Sensing heat from the ball of fire, he realized his mistake. The other orb in the sky had been the moon the entire time.
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        * * *

      

      Rawkobon woke, blinked, and squinted at the amber-hued light at the cave entrance. He had sensed the cave shortly after leaving the top of the cliff. Rather than fight the harsh light of the sun, he had decided to rest for the day. His sleep had been fitful, haunted by a string of nightmares, the worst of which had him falling up into the sky, unable to stop himself. He had woken covered in sweat, his heart racing. The memory of it lingered, and it had taken a long time for sleep to reclaim him.

      This time, he woke without the lasting panic of a nightmare. With the cloth still covering his eyes, he walked in a hunched position toward the cave entrance, careful not to hit his head on the uneven, low ceiling.

      He stepped out and held his hand up to shield his eyes from the sliver of the sun peering over the treetops. Through the film of the cloth, he gazed upon the surrounding hills and noticed a gap in the trees. A brown strip ran through the gap, and he was struck by a mixture of excitement and panic. If it was a road, he might find someone to help him. He also might find someone who wished him harm.

      Minutes passed as he stared at the gap, but he saw nothing. You cannot survive alone, he told himself. You don’t know this land or how to feed yourself. You must trust somebody.

      Having talked himself into it, he began working his way down the hill. Luckily, the trees enveloped him and blocked the setting sun. The shadows provided a cool welcome, offering a sense of comfort, as did the canopy overhead blocking the sky from view. Soon, the road reappeared through a gap in the trees. He stopped and waited, listening.

      More time passed, and his surroundings grew darker. He tentatively removed the cloth. It was still bright enough to make him squint, but not painfully so.

      Finally, he pushed his way through the underbrush and stepped onto the road. Not knowing which way to go, he chose to follow the moon as he did the prior evening. The road climbed a hillside, snaking back and forth as it led toward a low point between two peaks.

      An hour later, the last hint of sunlight was gone and only the distant white dots and the moon lit the sky. By then, the roadway began to level, and Rawkobon wondered what he would find on the other side of the pass.

      He rounded a bend and froze. A hundred feet ahead, a cluster of armed men blocked the road, staring at him. A man in the middle took a step forward and crossed his arms. The look on his scarred face frightened him.

      In Ghen Aeldor, Rawkobon was among the tallest in the clan, so he was not used to others standing taller than him. In this case, every one of the men on the road towered over him, some standing more than a head taller. Yet their builds were leaner than what he was used to, making them appear as thin giants. The man who had stepped forward was the tallest of the lot.

      “What do we have here?” the man said. “I believe we have caught ourselves a squirrel.”

      Rawkobon took a step backward. Two of the men raised bows, arrows nocked, and took aim.

      “I wouldn’t attempt to run if I were you,” the leader said. “If you take one more step, you’ll find yourself with a few more holes than you need.”

      “What… What do you want?” Rawkobon stammered.

      “Huh?” one of the men said. “What kind of accent is that?”

      “Hush.” The leader spoke over his shoulder before turning back toward Rawkobon. “Just give us your gold and silver. We’ll take our share, then you can be on your way.”

      Rawkobon swallowed hard. “I have no gold or silver.”

      “Tsk, tsk. You can’t lie to Harden and expect to get away with it.”

      “My words are true. I swear to Vandasal.”

      “I don’t know who this Vandasal is, but you aren’t leaving until we search you.”

      Rawkobon instinctively backed away. He heard a twang, followed by pain searing through his arm as it jerked backward. He looked down and saw an arrow sticking from it.

      “I warned you, little man,” Harden said as he and the others advanced. “Take another step and you might end up dead.”

      Rawkobon stood still as the tall, thin men circled him. Most held swords, many pitted with rust. He shook his head, thinking how Weaponsmith Durgan would chastise these men for their weapons appearing in such a state.

      Harden tore the pack off Rawkobon’s shoulder, causing him to wince as he involuntarily flexed the other arm where the arrow was buried. The man sifted through the pack, then threw it on the road in disgust.

      “Nothing.” Harden squatted and patted down Rawkobon’s front and sides before standing and frowning at him. “Since you don’t have anything of value, we are taking you with us. Perhaps we can find someone in Starmuth who believes you are worth something.” He turned away. “Bind him and bring him back to camp. When we get there, remove the arrow and stitch him up. He’s no good to us dead.”
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            The Feathered Cap

          

        

      

    

    
      The traveling menagerie crawled across Farrowen. At the cusp of autumn, the days were mild, the evenings cool. On the second day, they came to a fork and turned northeast. At camp that evening, Rhoa sought out Neil and Niles, also known as the Bandego Brothers. It had been weeks since she had last trained with the juggling duo.

      After an hour of working with them, the two men left her sweaty, yet filled with a sense of accomplishment. Neither Neil nor Niles would say so, but Rhoa had become quite skilled over the years, and her juggling now rivaled their own.

      There were points during the third, fourth, and fifth days when Rhoa was able to spot the sea in the distance, beyond the rolling hills. On those evenings, she joined her fellow acrobats for training. They focused on strength one night, balance the next, and tumbling the evening after that.

      On the sixth day, the wagon train reached another fork and turned east. The view until then had been monotonous, nothing but farmer’s fields and grassy plains to look upon. The scenery finally changed as they climbed a rise into the foothills.

      Trees appeared along the roadside, scattered at first, thickening as the wagon train approached the mountains dividing Farrowen from Ghealdor. Their already plodding pace slowed further as the horses and oxen were forced to pull their loads up the winding road. It was a painfully tedious climb. Rhoa, Pippa, and Rhett walked much of it, tossing stones off the downhill side of the road as entertainment.

      The sun was low in the sky when they reached the top. There, they pulled into a protective alcove where high cliff walls blocked the wind from three sides and set up camp for the night.
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        * * *

      

      Jace pulled his horse to a stop and climbed down. Hand against his lower back, he grunted as he stretched out sore muscles. It had been over a year since he had ridden outside the city. After three consecutive days on horseback, his thighs, rear, and back ached. Sleeping on the ground the previous evening did nothing to improve the situation.

      “I hate sleeping on the ground,” he muttered to himself as he scanned for tracks, cursing the stones that paved the roadway. “Only in Farrowen…. Whoever decided to pave these roads has made this job much more difficult.”

      The fork in the road required him to make a decision – turn west or continue on to Lionne. He stood and shuffled to the west fork before crouching to search for tracks.

      Both directions were well-traveled, and the menagerie could have gone either way. His gaze swept the mountains to the west for signs of movement. He found nothing but long shadows dancing along the edges of the roadway from the wind-stirred grass.

      A sigh slipped out. “I wish we had a tracker with us, Ginger.” Ginger was the name he had given the red-tinted horse. “If I head west and they did not go that route, I will end up in Ghealdor, passing them without any way to know. The north route will take me to Lionne. If they are there, I can find the girl and retrieve the item. If not, then I know they went on to Ghealdor and can catch them in Starmuth without having to backtrack.”

      The horse had no comment as he climbed into the saddle.

      “Still, I have a history in Lionne. Years have passed, so it may not be trouble, but it would be best to remain inconspicuous just to be sure.”

      Again, nothing from Ginger.

      Jace frowned. “You are not much help.” In response, the horse dipped its head and began to munch on the yellow grass. Jace chuckled. “I am hungry, too.” His stomach rumbled at the thought of food. “If we head to Lionne, food will be waiting. Better yet…” He grinned, “so will a bed.”

      Having convinced himself, he pulled on the reins and kicked the horse into motion. The sea in the distance waited, the city of Lionne nestled beside it.

      Driven by the promise of a hot meal, Jace encouraged Ginger to gallop the remaining miles, not slowing until he neared the city. Beyond the dark walls of Lionne, ships slipped in and out of the bay, their white sails filled by the ever-blowing sea breeze. Thin streaks of orange clouds stretched across the blue sky to the west as evening approached. Another structure stood across the river from the city – a walled complex that had not existed during his last visit.

      The new Thundercorps garrison had been built to train an influx of new soldiers. Apparently, the garrison outside of Shear had surpassed capacity five years earlier, so Malvorian funded the construction of another near Lionne. The merchants in Marquithe had been upset by the tax increase, some refusing to pay at first. Three public executions later, and the grumbling ceased entirely. Apparently, a few extra silvers each month paled in comparison to the threat of losing their heads.

      Jace drew the hood of his cloak over his head and rode toward the city at an easy walk. The walls of Lionne stood thirty feet tall, a tower standing directly over the entrance. The guards posted outside the gate watched as clusters of people on foot and a man driving an empty wagon entered the city. When Jace drew close, a guard with a blue cape stepped out and held his hand up.

      “Hold.”

      Jace swallowed a sigh and pulled the reins until Ginger stopped. In a friendly tone, he said, “Hello, good sir.”

      “Pull your hood back.” The guard’s tone left no room for argument, his hand gripping the hilt of his sword. Another guard stood beside the gate, while two others armed with bows lurked in the tower. Jace had no choice but to comply.

      The guard said, “State your name and business in Lionne.”

      “My name is Jerome Ward. I am a trader simply passing through.”

      The guard studied the horse with narrowed eyes. “If you are a trader, where are your wares? What is in the pack?”

      Jace patted his pack, which was strapped to the saddle behind him. “Nothing of note. Just some food and a change of clothes. My wares were purchased by a gentleman at the Bureau of Trading in Marquithe.” Jace leaned forward. “You wouldn’t know of anyone selling precious gems here in Lionne, would you? If so, I have a buyer.”

      The man grunted and gestured toward Jace’s dagger. “Why the blade?”

      Jace patted the hilt. “Did you not hear what I said? Trading gems is a risky business. Better to carry a weapon just in case. It makes thieves think twice.”

      After another grunt, the man stepped aside. “You may enter, but if you cause trouble, you’ll find yourself on the wrong side of a dungeon cell.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Jace said with a nod as he nudged Ginger into a walk.

      With the guards and the gate behind him, Jace was back on the streets of Lionne for the first time in six years. The events of his last visit had been tumultuous, adding to his legend but leaving him with a powerful enemy. He needed to proceed with caution, attracting as little attention as possible.

      “Time to find the nearest inn, get a meal, and call it an early night,” he said to Ginger.

      People crowded the main street, most dressed as commoners, some as servants for local businessmen or wizards. All appeared to be going about their daily business – selling, purchasing, and bartering for food or goods. He came to an alley alongside an inn, the sign at the front depicting a hat with a plume, Feathered Cap Inn written below it. A tug on the reins led Ginger down the alley and to the back. He handed the reins to a stable boy and gave him a copper to keep her safe. He then untied his pack and entered the back door.

      The scent of roasted poultry greeted him, and he immediately felt satisfied with his choice. He followed a corridor past the kitchen and into a taproom with a vaulted ceiling supported by heavy, wooden posts and beams stained a dark brown. A brief scan of the room had him tally twenty-seven people, nineteen of whom were men. Of the eight women, three appeared to work at the inn, two serving tables. Six of the men sat at the bar, a large woman working behind it. Nobody seemed to pay him much attention, nor did they appear a threat. However, Jace knew threats often appeared where one might not expect.

      Seeing an open stool at the bar, he sighed as he sat, setting his pack on the floor by his feet. He slapped his hand on the bar, and the big brunette behind it shot him a glance. Between two fingers, he held a half-silver. The woman waddled over and arched a brow.

      “What’ll it be?”

      “Ale, dinner, and a room.”

      She held out her hand, palm up. When he dropped the coin into it, she spun around, grabbing a fresh mug. After filling it, she slid the mug in front of him, foam spilling down the side.

      Jace lifted it, took a sip, and grinned. “My lips thank you.”

      The woman snorted and walked toward the kitchen.

      Mug in hand, Jace spun around and took a read of the room. Four men sat at a table, leaning forward in hushed conversation. Their mugs sat untouched, the men focused on other things.

      Whatever they are up to, it is most likely illegal, he thought.

      His gaze shifted to a group three tables down, below an open window. Two men and two women sat there, all eating, talking, and laughing. Deciding that table was boring, Jace focused on the next, a game of dice in progress.

      A man rolled the dice. They bounced and settled. He whooped. The other men at the table shook their heads, their faces reflecting their distaste. Jace was drawn to the game, yet forced himself to turn away as the barkeep reappeared with a steaming plate of potatoes and half a chicken.

      She set the plate in front of him. “When you are finished, I’ll have one of the girls show you to your room.” She started to turn away.

      “Hold on,” Jace said. The woman turned back to him, eyebrow raised. “I am seeking a menagerie. Has one come here recently?”

      The woman snorted. “It’s been two years since a menagerie has visited Lionne.”

      “You are sure?”

      She put her fists on her ample hips and gave him a scathing look. “Do you think something like a menagerie could come to this little seaside town and I wouldn’t know of it?”

      “No, I suppose not. I’m sure you know the town well.”

      “Too well.” She turned and walked toward the kitchen

      Not too friendly, that one, Jace thought as he picked up his fork. He then noticed guards wearing dark blue capes coming down the rear corridor. Spinning around, his eyes grew wide. Two more guards stood inside the front door. Between the two men stood an ugly, familiar face.

      A gravelly voice called out, “I am surprised to see you in Lionne, Jerrell.”

      “Captain Vordan,” Jace said in a friendly tone. “I am only staying one night, then I’m off. There was no need to present yourself for a formal welcome.”

      Vordan approached with a grin bereft of humor. “Oh, your welcome reception has been a long time coming. We have something special planned for you.”

      “In that case, I am ready to leave.” Jace picked up his pack and stood.

      The guards in the room responded by drawing swords, blocking the exits. Jace darted toward the front of the building and dove, landing on the table where the two couples were eating. He slid across it, crashing into plates and mugs before falling out the open window to the street below, leaving gasps and curses in his wake. Rolling, he leapt to his feet, prepared to run. The street was blocked by city guards with weapons drawn. Spinning, he discovered the other direction blocked, as well. He considered the shop across the street and was about to duck inside when a guard stepped out, sword in hand.

      Vordan and his escort emerged from The Feathered Cap, laughing. “Your reputation worked against you this time, Landish. I was sure to take no chances. The high wizard demands your presence, but you will have special accommodations for a few days while you wait for him to return from Shear.” He pointed at the sign above Jace’s head. “How ironic. Capturing you has been among Montague’s highest desires and will surely be a feather in my cap.” His grin fell away. “Shackle him and strip him of his weapons.”

      Four guards closed in on Jace as he weighed his options. So many times before, his creativity had helped him escape seemingly hopeless situations. In this case, he had no ideas. A guard gripped each of his arms, while a third shackled his wrists behind his back.

      There was no way out. Whatever High Wizard Montague had planned, it would be bad. A man with such an ego would never forget public embarrassment.
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        Six Years Ago

      

      

      

      “Pucker your lips,” Hedra said, pursing her own. “Like this.”

      Jerrell did as instructed, sticking his lips out so the woman could rub a glossy substance on them. She stood back and tilted her head, her eyes narrowed in thought.

      “You make a surprisingly pretty girl, Jerrell. Perhaps I could get you a job here. We sometimes get patrons asking for pretty boys.”

      “No, thank you. I really wouldn’t enjoy that type of thing.” He held his hands up in apology. “No offense.”

      The woman shrugged. Dressed in a thin shift, the simple motion oozed sensuality and heated his blood. “I am not offended. I have a job I do well, and it earns me a good living. Sometimes I even enjoy it.”

      He shifted closer and placed his hand on her hip. “You seemed to enjoy yourself last night.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “All my partners believe the same. Sometimes it is a performance. Sometimes it is the truth. How do you know which applied to you?”

      He chuckled. “Fair enough. Just to prevent any unnecessary wounds to my pride, I’ll believe your affection was earned.”

      Hedra turned and pulled a dress from the wardrobe, handing it to him. “Put this on. It will be a bit snug at the waist, but it should fit.”

      Jerrell ran his hands down the corset he wore, the chest filled out with a pair of grapefruit. “Are you calling me fat?” he said in a high-pitched voice as he held his hand to his cheek in dramatic fashion.

      She laughed. “Not at all. In fact, you are one of the fittest men who has ever visited my room. However, even a thin young man such as yourself is wider at the waist than a fit woman.”

      He slid his legs into the dress and noticed the smooth skin on his shins. It felt odd to have his arms and legs shaved, but Hedra had insisted. He pulled the dress up and slid his arms through. The half-sleeves were tight on his upper arms and ended at his shoulders, leaving his upper chest exposed. That had also been shaved.

      He spun around. “Will you button me up?”

      “Can’t do it yourself?” Her hands worked the buttons as she spoke. “Perhaps all men should do this once or twice, just to gain a better appreciation for the pains we women go through to look beautiful.”

      “I saw how you look in the morning, without the makeup, jewelry, or fancy garments. I doubt you ever look anything less than gorgeous.”

      She finished and turned him around, running her hand from his shoulder across his upper chest, before leaning in and kissing him. “You are smooth, Jerrell. I’ll give you that.”

      He smiled. “You kissed a girl? How did it feel?”

      With an arched brow, she gave him a sideways look. “You think that was the first time?”

      “Oh, now I am curious.”

      Hedra shook her head. “A story for another time. You paid me to help you, and we are finished. Take a look in the mirror.”

      He crossed the room and stared into the oval-shaped mirror. The person staring back at him was unfamiliar, save for the eyes.

      His short, dark brown hair was now covered by a black wig, piled at the top with curls hanging down his upper back. Rouge on his clean-shaven cheeks made his face appear narrow, the dark lines of kohl about his eyes making them bolder, the red on his lips making them fuller. With his fruit-stuffed corset and the padding strapped to his hips, he filled out the striking red dress in an impressive fashion.

      Hedra appeared behind him and reached around, holding the mask before his face so he could see through the eyeholes.

      “This is what they wear?” he asked.

      “Yes. Masquerade balls are the current trend among the wizards, adding an air of mystery to the event. You must admit, it will be difficult for anyone to know you are a man by appearance alone.” She frowned. “You do know how to walk, right?”

      Hedra sashayed across the room with one hand on her hip, her backside shifting from side to side in a fluid, sensual motion. Jerrell had to force himself to pay attention to how she walked rather than merely enjoying the moment. He followed at the same, slow pace, doing his best to emulate her.

      Hedra laughed. “That was a bit much, but it will do. Just be sure to keep an easy pace, as if you own the moment and wish to draw everyone’s attention.”

      She handed him white gloves and a pair of slippers. “These are Daniella’s. She has the largest hands and feet among the girls here. I just hope they fit.”

      Jerrell was short of stature for a man, average height for a woman. Still, he couldn’t do anything about the size of his feet. He sat on her bed and pulled the first slipper on. His foot barely fit, leaving his toes cramped. Sighing in resignation, he forced his foot into the other and glanced toward the window. The sunlight had faded as dusk claimed the streets of Lionne.

      “It’s growing dark. I had best be going.”

      Hedra walked him to the door, opening it for him. “I wish you well.”

      “Thanks, Hedra.” He took her hand. “I know I can trust your discretion.”

      She smiled and held a black shawl toward him. “Discretion is the soul of my job. Loose lips shorten a whore’s career. If I shared stories of the men who have come through this door, I would surely be dead by now.”

      Jerrell accepted the shawl and draped it across his shoulders as he descended the stairs. He passed through the lounge while slipping the gloves onto his hands. Five women sat in the room, two of whom were occupying male customers. Both men eyed Jerrell as he strolled past, testing his womanly walk. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the men staring at his backside, giving him an odd mixture of discomfort and satisfaction.

      Stepping outside the brothel, Jerrell climbed into the waiting carriage. He had paid the driver to pick up a brunette at dusk with instructions on where to bring her. The man was to ask no questions and had been paid extra to do so.

      The carriage lurched into motion and eased down the dark streets of Lionne. Jerrell pulled the curtain back and stared out the window, watching the city slide past.

      The foot traffic had thinned, and enchanted lanterns lit the intersections with soft, blue light. At the second intersection, the carriage turned, and the driver drove it through the eastern gate. The wagon soon began climbing upward, navigating the switchbacks to the high wizard’s castle. Situated at the top of the bluff, warm light in the windows made the building appear like a giant overlooking the city. The man currently holding the castle undoubtedly believed that was the case. Jerrell dropped the curtain and sat back, considering what he knew of the high wizard as he tied the mask to his head.

      Montague had come into the position at a young age, just a year earlier. Wizards took years to study and practice their powers before they could successfully challenge a high wizard. Most did not reach the exalted position until they neared forty or beyond. Montague had challenged and defeated Garue, the previous high wizard, at the young age of twenty-eight.

      Stories of the man had helped Jerrell devise his plan. Montague might be skilled with magic, but the power had gone to his head. His own pride and lustful nature were his weaknesses, and Jerrell sought to capitalize on them to get what he needed.

      The carriage reached the gate outside the castle and stopped with a lurch. The driver handed the invitation Jerrell had stolen to the waiting guards, who read it and peered inside the window before waving the driver along. Moments later, the carriage stopped again and the door opened.

      A man dressed in a dark blue coat over a white doublet bowed. “Good evening, Wizardess.” He held his hand toward Jerrell, who took it gently before climbing out. The man gestured toward the open castle doors. “The party is inside.”

      “Thank you,” Jerrell said in a high voice.

      Deliberately and with his hips swaying, Jerrell climbed the stairs and entered the castle. He paused inside the doorway to scan the crowd.

      A vaulted, mural-covered ceiling capped an entrance hall three stories tall. The massive chandelier hanging over the room held dozens of lit candles. Wizards and wizardesses mingled in the space – the men dressed in robes of various colors, the women in gowns. Masks, decorated with sequins that sparkled when they moved, covered the upper half of the guests’ faces.

      Numerous men in the room noticed Jerrell, their gazes sweeping the length of his body. He ignored them. He was only seeking one man. His head on a swivel, he scanned the room, stopping when a man with dark hair descended the stairs at the far end of the hall. Dressed in a silvery robe with shimmering stitching and a dark blue sash, the man was difficult to miss. His squinty eyes and narrow lips detracted from his appearance, but Jerrell was aware of the man’s ego.

      Montague reached the floor and shook a wizard’s hand, nodding as he greeted him and the wizardess on the man’s arm. Jerrell began walking across the floor, focused on Montague, drawing the high wizard’s gaze. The man did not flinch, but drank in the view as Jerrell advanced with slow, easy steps and swaying hips.

      When he reached Montague, he touched the man’s hand as Hedra had taught him. “High Wizard, I thank you for inviting me.” His finger ran up Montague’s arm, as if he could not resist doing so. “Your home is exquisite, nearly holding up to the image of the master of the castle,” Jerrell said in his best sultry voice.

      Montague smiled. “Yes. Welcome to Castle Montague.” He tilted his head and narrowed his already squinty eyes. “I didn’t get your name.”

      “Oh, sorry,” Jace held his gloved hand to his chest, purposely drawing his attention there. “I am Terissa Wrenthal, from Shear. I have come in my father’s stead.”

      The man has fallen ill. Poison has a way of doing that to people.

      The smile returned to the man’s face as he took her hand, bent over, and kissed it. “Ah. The eldest of the legendary Wrenthal girls. I am graced by your presence. While it is disappointing your father could not join me, I believe I have come out ahead in the exchange.”

      Jerrell smiled coyly, knowing he had the man on the hook. A few drinks, a bit of dancing, and just enough physical contact would reel him in.
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        * * *

      

      Montague opened the doors with a flourish, revealing his sprawling bedchamber. “Here we are, as promised.” He waved his hand while rubbing his fingers together. Jerrell sensed the tingle of magic as flame bloomed from candles on both nightstands and the table in the sitting area. “This is where the magic happens.” He laughed while escorting Jerrell in, the pair walking arm in arm.

      Jerrell giggled in his high voice while playfully hitting the man. “Oh, you nasty man.”

      “I can do nasty.” Montague waved his arm, and the door slammed closed.

      He gripped Jerrell by the hips and leaned in. Jerrell had not expected the kiss but knew he had no choice but to comply or his ploy would fall apart. Montague’s lips were surprisingly soft, and Jerrell had to admit, the man was adept at kissing. Finally, Jerrell pushed him away, flashing a coy smile.

      “Do you mind if I wash up?” Jerrell asked. “A woman must properly prepare herself.”

      “Of course, my dear.” Montague gestured past her. “The washroom is through those doors.”

      Jerrell walked toward the room, trying not to rush. What remained of the hair on his arms stood on end as the candles in the room ahead of him lit up. Once in the washroom, he closed the door and moved to the counter, where a bowl waited beside a pitcher of clean water and a towel. From between the two grapefruit on his chest, he pulled out a vial and slid it into his left glove, uncapping it, the vial facing upward. The mirror in front of him reflected a woman who was far more nervous than she appeared. Montague’s ease with magic had reminded Jerrell of the risk involved. Any wizard was dangerous, but the man outside the door was a high wizard – one who had defeated and killed his predecessor.

      He took a deep breath, gathered his courage, and shifted to the door. When he opened it, he was caught unprepared for what waited for him.

      Montague had shed his robes and now stood completely naked, save for a gold bracelet secured around one ankle. The man was even thinner than Jerrell had suspected. Judging by the sight before him, Jerrell wondered what exactly had created the man’s ego, because he was not impressed.

      “My, you are quick,” Jerrell said.

      “Come, join me.” Montague gestured toward the bed. “I will prove I am far from quick.”

      Jerrell noticed a decanter filled with brandy and a pair of glasses on a table beside the wall. “Yes, of course.” He walked to the table. “But first, a drink.”

      Jerrell pulled the stopper from the decanter and poured two glasses. He dropped the stopper on the table and fumbled to pick it up with one gloved hand while the other hovered over one of the glasses and tipped up, allowing the liquid in the vial to pour into the brandy. Montague’s hands gripped Jerrell’s hips, and the man began kissing his neck. Jerrell capped the decanter and turned, handing him the tainted glass of brandy.

      “A toast,” Jerrell said in his sultry voice. “To High Wizard Montague. May you someday take over for Lord Malvorian.”

      Montague smiled. “I can drink to that.” He then slammed back the half-filled glass as if it were water.

      Jerrell took a sip and tried to back away, but the man was too aggressive. He pulled Jerrell close with one hand pressed against his lower back, the other groping Jerrell’s chest as his mouth went to his neck.

      The man stopped and pulled back, his face twisted in a frown. With both hands, he squeezed the fake breasts, and Jerrell knew it was trouble. Before he could react, weaves of magic wrapped about his wrists and ankles, lifting him off the floor. His dress suddenly tore open down the front, followed by his corset. The grapefruit fell to the floor, along with the clothing, leaving Jerrell in only his smallclothes, slippers, and white gloves.

      “I don’t suppose you find this funny?” Jerrell asked in his normal voice.

      “You!” Montague roared. “How dare you!”

      The man flung his hand open, and Jerrell slammed against the ten-foot-tall ceiling, smacking the back of his head and back. The wig fell to the floor. He blinked at the pain in his head and stars in his eyes, wheezing for air. Suspended, his vision cleared, and he noticed the wizard holding his own head.

      “What…” He wobbled and fell to one knee. “What did you do to me?”

      When the wizard fell face-first onto the floor, his magic faltered. Jerrell fell, unable to right himself. He landed on the man’s back, the impact driving the wind from Jerrell’s lungs. Gasping for air, he rolled off the naked man and held his stomach. As his breath returned, he crawled forward and lifted the man’s foot. He blinked at the bracelet, recalling it from memory.

      After stealing the bracelet from an ancient castle a year prior, Jerrell had sold it to Montague’s captain of the guard for ten gold coins. Within a few weeks, Montague had used the power of the bracelet to defeat his predecessor and claim rule of Lionne. By then, Jerrell had left the city, not returning until now, thanks to his latest contract. He was about to yield a second solid profit from the same bracelet in a short span of time.

      The irony drew a smile while Jerrell searched for the trigger. It took him a moment to locate it, and when the bracelet unclasped, he slid if off Montague’s ankle. On the inside, he spotted the scrawling silver of the enchantment.

      Bracelet in hand, Jerrell ran to Montague’s closet and found an unassuming dark blue robe. It was too long, so he hiked it up the best he could and used a yellow sash to tie it at the waist. He then went to the washroom and washed the makeup from his face, rubbing the remainder away with a towel.

      Once back in the bedroom, he stopped and considered what to do with the man lying face down on the rug. Inspired, he lifted Montague onto the bed and propped him up against the headboard. He then used strips of the ruined dress to tie the man’s wrists to the posters and another to gag him. The entire time, Montague remained unconscious from the sleeping drug Jerrell had slipped him.

      Once finished, Jerrell collected the two grapefruit and walked to the doors, peering out before walking into the hallway, pulling the doors closed. The third floor was empty, but he could hear the party continuing downstairs. He descended past the second story until he stood a few steps above the crowd.

      “The high wizard!” Jerrell shouted. “He has fallen ill. You must hurry!”

      Servants and a number of guests rushed up the stairs, pushing past him.

      Whistling, Jerrell walked through the crowd and out the door, juggling the two grapefruit, the enchanted bracelet hidden in his robes. From inside came cries of surprise followed by laughter. They have found the high wizard. A big grin split his face as he nodded to the confused carriage driver and climbed inside, knocking four times to signal their departure.

      With a snap of the reins, the carriage began the trek back to the city. Jerrell would be gone before morning, returning to Eleighton with his prize. Wizard Gurgan would reward him as agreed, and the legend of Jerrell Landish would grow even more impressive.

      “What a wonderful evening,” Jerrell said while staring out the window at the moonlit harbor.
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      The menagerie troupe set up camp in a mountain pass along the Ghealdan border. Although the camp was in a shallow valley between two saddles, the elevation and mountain breeze chilled the evening air.

      After dinner, Rhoa spotted Sareen exiting the wagon she shared with Juliam. The woman had a fistful of knives and headed away from the fire in the center of camp and toward the road. Rhoa followed. Night was upon them, but the sky was clear, the pale light from the round moon making it easy to navigate.

      Sareen stopped and turned toward Rhoa. “So, you are no longer avoiding me?”

      “Was it so obvious?”

      “After your reaction to my question on the first night of our journey? Yes.”

      “I do not wish to avoid you.” A pang of regret struck. She valued her relationship with Sareen and did not want to poison it. “I only wish to avoid the subject. Can we not just spend time together without the questions?”

      Sareen took a deep breath and nodded. “You are a woman now. I often forget and still see the precious nine-year-old who came to us all those years ago.”

      “I haven’t been that girl for a long time.”

      Sareen put her arm around Rhoa’s shoulders and held her close. “I know. You have grown into a fine young woman. Your parents would be proud.”

      Rhoa did not respond. She feared tears would follow if she delved any deeper.

      Sareen stepped away and held up her blades. “It has been a while since you last practiced with me. Would you care to throw?”

      A grin split Rhoa’s face. “Very much so.”

      When she smiled in return, the white of Sareen’s teeth was a beacon in the night. “Wonderful.” The woman led Rhoa toward a massive tree beside the road. “Stand with your back to the tree, and I will trace your outline.”

      The tree was wide enough for Rhoa to extend her arms out to each side without them extending past the trunk. Sareen produced a chunk of chalk and began tracing around her, leaving a jagged trail of white on the thick bark. When finished, Sareen backed up a dozen paces as Rhoa followed.

      Sareen cocked a knife beside her ear, focused on the target, and threw. The first blade struck just outside the line marking Rhoa’s right armpit. The woman readied another knife and threw, the second blade mirroring the first, impaling the gap on the left. Her third blade struck the tree just below the outline’s crotch. The fourth buried itself beside one ear, the fifth beside the other. With only a second between each throw, the woman’s precision was impressive.

      Sareen relaxed and turned toward Rhoa. “Go fetch the knives, then you can take a turn.”

      Rhoa walked to the tree, gripped a bare-metal hilt, and wiggled it until the blade pulled free. She did the same for the others, collecting all five knives before returning to Sareen, who had moved closer, four paces now separating her from the tree.

      While Rhoa stared at the tree, Sareen whispered into her ear. “Relax your body with your right foot forward. Focus on the target until you only see the exact spot you wish the blade to strike. Once you are focused, release in one fluid motion. Do not hold back, and do not think.”

      Rhoa held the first knife by the hilt as she had been taught, gripping it as if it were a hammer, her arm cocked back, the blade over her right shoulder. She chose the triangle formed by the left armpit first, staring at it until she saw nothing else, and released. The blade struck the tree a few inches inside the chalk.

      “Good,” Sareen crooned. “Focus on the next target, but refine it further, tighter.”

      The other armpit became Rhoa’s focus. She released the blade, which lodged in the bark just outside the chalk.

      “Very nice,” Sareen said with pride. “Do it again on the next target.”

      Rhoa threw and the knife buried deep, right where the chalk person’s crotch would have been.

      “Hmm,” Sareen hummed. “If that were a man, he would have just lost a bit more than he might wish.”

      Rhoa laughed. “Sorry.”

      “Oh, don’t tell me. Tell him.” Sareen pointed at the tree. “He’s the one with the missing appendage.”

      Rhoa laughed harder, her amusement cutting off suddenly when shadows appeared on the road.

      Men emerged from around the bend, forming a wall across the road. More followed, the total count exceeding twenty. Among them was a short, stocky silhouette who appeared bound by rope. The distinctive ring of swords being drawn followed, some blades glinting as they reflected moonlight.

      “My, my,” a tall, broad-shouldered man said from the middle of the group. “What have we here? Two pretty lasses throwing knives?”

      Sareen pulled Rhoa beside her and faced the men. “You had better move along before things get out of hand.” Rather than showing fear, her tone was threatening. “I would hate for a misunderstanding to leave you and your men dead.”

      The man who had spoken laughed, the others chuckling. “As travelers, you must be unaware. This pass belongs to the Outriders.”

      “Who are the Outriders?”

      He took a step closer. “We are the Outriders.”

      Rhoa snorted. “If you are riders, where are your horses?”

      The comment caused a stir among the group.

      “Never mind our horses,” the leader growled. “You should fear us. We have killed others who have shown us disrespect.”

      “She meant no disrespect,” said Sareen. “We only wish to be left alone, whoever you are.”

      “They call me Harden. I lead the Outriders. We will leave you alone only after you pay your tithe.”

      Sareen glared at the man. “This is a public road, and you hold no claim over it.”

      Harden laughed again. “Oh, but you know little of the world. It is a difficult place, and one must find creative means to survive. In this case, we police this pass to ensure it remains safe for travelers. All we require is half your coin.”

      Sareen backed away, pulling Rhoa with her. Two men raised bows, arrows nocked.

      “Stop!” Harden demanded. “Take another step and my men will loose.”

      The two women stopped. Sareen glared at the leader, while Rhoa’s mind raced. She clenched her hands around the cool metal of the throwing knives. Shifting, she gently bumped her shoulder into Sareen’s, then pressed the hilts against the woman’s rear. Sareen, sensing what she intended, reached behind her to take the knives.

      “Come closer,” Harden said. “We won’t hurt you, as long as the others in your camp give us their gold and silver. Once paid, we will return half the coin and you will be released, unharmed.”

      Rhoa whispered, “I’ll distract them while you take out the two with bows, then we will run.”

      Before Sareen could respond, Rhoa burst into action.

      She darted away from the tree and leapt. Arrows flew at her as she twisted in the air, one flying beneath her, the next narrowly missing her torso as she completed her flip. Sareen threw her knives, the first blade striking one archer in the eye, the second burying deep in the other archer’s chest.

      Both women turned and ran.

      Harden’s shout arose from the road. “Get them!”

      “Alarm!” Sareen cried. “To arms!”

      “It’s an attack!” Rhoa shouted as she raced past the taller woman.

      Rhoa passed the outer wagons and reached the firelight as Stanlin emerged from the shadows, a loaded crossbow in each hand. The Bandego Brothers ran to the fire and began to light torches. Juliam burst from his wagon carrying a massive metal-banded cudgel. Sareen ran past Juliam and dove inside, while Rhoa rushed to her own wagon.

      Willem and Rhett jumped out, each holding a short bow and a handful of arrows. Rhoa climbed in and found Pippa inside, her eyes wide with fear.

      “What’s happening?”

      “Bandits,” Rhoa said, scooping her fulgur blades off a shelf. “Stay in here where it’s safe.” She then jumped out and slammed the door behind her.

      The first bandits ran into the firelight. Stanlin fired, his crossbow bolts striking one man in the shoulder, another in the stomach. Flaming torches flew through the air, striking the attackers and causing them to flinch away. Some caught fire, as did the dead grass on the ground. Willem and Rhett stood on top of their wagon and fired arrows at the enemy, while Rhoa crawled beneath it.

      More bandits emerged from another gap in the wagons. Juliam met them, swinging his cudgel, knocking the first man aside with a sickening crack of broken bones. His following swing clipped another man, breaking his arm and knocking his sword away. Four bandits backed away from the big man, but another had circled the wagon and thrust with his sword, slicing through Juliam’s side as Sareen reappeared from her wagon.

      “No!” she screamed, loosing a flurry of knives. Two blades struck the man who had blindsided Juliam, while two others sliced into the attackers in front of the man.

      By then, Stanlin had reloaded and fired two more bolts. Rhoa scanned the area from beneath the wagon and noticed two pairs of boots sneaking around it. She scrambled over and slashed out with her fulgur blades. In a spray of sparks, the tips tore through the boots, then the flesh and bone beneath. The men screamed and fell to the ground. A moment later, Rhett’s and Willem’s arrows struck the men, each causing a jerking reaction.

      Shouts and cries echoed through the camp as the remaining bandits ran off, disappearing into the night.

      The flames from the torches had spread from the grass to one of the supply wagons. Crew members hurried for shovels and began digging and tossing loads of earth onto the fire, dousing it in moments. Black smoke still swirled in the air as Rhoa climbed from beneath her wagon and surveyed her surroundings.

      Eleven bandits lay dead, and three more moaned from their wounds. Of the performers, only Juliam appeared injured. The gash in his side had soaked his shirt in blood. With Sareen’s help, he pulled it off and she began to clean his wound.

      Unfortunately, Greggor and Karl lay dead. The first was a crew member, the latter the band’s drummer. Both men had been with the menagerie even longer than Rhoa.

      Someone stepped from between two wagons, startling her. She held her blades ready, then noticed the rope tied around the man’s torso, his hands secured behind his back.

      The man appeared young, not much older than Rhoa. More surprisingly, he stood no taller than she did, around five feet. Unlike Rhoa’s lean build, his shoulders were broad, his chest thick, and his physique stout. His left arm was bandaged, the cloth tied around it bloodstained. He wore an odd cap on a head that appeared bald. In fact, he didn’t even have eyebrows. Beyond all of this, his eyes were the most remarkable feature – the pupils oversized and irises purple. Rhoa was enthralled, having never seen anything like him before.

      “Who are you? Are you one of them?” she asked, transfixed on his eyes.

      “I… I am Rawkobon Kragmor, son of Bawkobon.” His purple eyes squinted, and he flinched away from the light of the fire. “Those men… They captured me one day past. I swear by Vandasal, I mean you no harm.”

      Rhoa gasped upon hearing the name. Vandasal. Unbidden, it sparked a memory she had buried for years.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Storyteller

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twelve Years Ago

      

      

      

      Rhoa dodged the hollow wooden ball and laughed. It hit the ground, bounced, and rolled to Thom, who scooped it up and threw, hitting Honey in the back as she tried to turn away. Rickard, Honey’s teammate, grabbed the ball and threw at Rhoa, who made a successful dodge once again. Dodging was among the things she did best and was one of the reasons the older kids let her play.

      The ball rolled across the square until it hit the fountain. An old man dressed in brown robes with patches of various colors bent down from his sitting position on the fountain wall, picking up the ball. Rhoa froze and glanced at her friends. They gaped at the old man, as if he were a monster.

      She gathered her courage and walked toward the man. “That’s our ball. Can we have it back?”

      “Hmm,” the man replied. “It seems I have something you value, but you give me nothing in return.”

      Rhoa’s mouth twisted into a frown. “We have no coin. Even if we did, it isn’t right for you to charge us for something that’s ours.”

      The man smiled. Rhoa thought it was a friendly smile. She noticed how long the man’s eyebrows were and wondered if he might be able to braid them. The silly thought made her grin.

      “Very good, my girl. Charging you coin to reclaim something you own would indeed be unfair.” He held the ball out, turning it in examination. “This is a very nice ball. I suspect there is a story behind it.”

      Rickard sidled up beside Rhoa as she replied. “My father made it for me. He makes furniture and such, so making a ball wasn’t so difficult.”

      “Yes. But what was this ball before he made it?”

      Rhoa snorted. “It was wood, of course.”

      “And wood comes from what?”

      “Trees.”

      “Yes. But what kind of tree? Where did this tree grow? How old was the tree?”

      “Why bother with such inconsequential things?” Rickard asked.

      Rhoa frowned at Rickard. He was older and often used words she didn’t know, as if to make sure she knew he was her elder. The boy stood a full head taller than Rhoa and everyone else in the group. Yet he constantly found ways to build himself up in front of the others. She wondered why.

      “Why?” the old man asked. “Those things you call inconsequential are often the most important. There is a story behind all things. To discover the true importance, you need to ask the right questions.”

      “You seem to like questions,” Rhoa noted.

      “Oh, we storytellers adore questions. They open the doorways to the tales we seek.”

      “You are a storyteller?”

      “Yes. My name is Salvon the Great.”

      Her brow furrowed as she looked him up and down. “If you are so great, why are you dressed like some beggar?”

      Salvon laughed. “Unfortunately, the life of a storyteller is not one of vast wealth. In fact, the job seldom earns more than a meal and a roof for the night.”

      “Then why do it?” Rhoa asked.

      “Because, my dear, it is my calling.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Crafting stories is what I do. Sharing them with others is what I love most.”

      His response made sense, and Rhoa nodded. She noticed the other kids gathering around the man and an idea formed.

      “Can you tell us a story? If you love to share them so much, we might listen.”

      The man’s eyes brightened as he grinned. “What a lovely suggestion. Please, sit. I’ll come up with something you have never heard before.”

      Rhoa and the other children sat. At seven years of age, she was the second youngest in the group. Rickard and Honey were both the oldest at ten years.

      “Let me see.” Salvon gazed at nothing while tugging on his beard. He then held up a finger. “I’ve got it. I am going to share a tale of magic and betrayal, a tale that begins before time itself.” The man bent and picked up the lute leaning against the fountain wall.

      “How can a story begin before time?” Honey asked.

      Salvon glared down at her. “It is poor manners to interrupt a storyteller when he is performing.”

      Rhoa nudged Honey with her elbow. The girl, whose hair was as fair as her name, frowned while rubbing her arm. Her lips pressed together, she appeared determined to remain silent.

      Salvon began again, his voice taking on a lyrical quality as he strummed the lute. “Before time began, there was nothing but the universe. It came into being of its own will, and with this creation, time began. The universe is vast, you see, and contains all things. When staring into the evening sky, people see so many stars, all part of the universe. There are even other worlds, not so different from our own, out there somewhere.”

      As the old man nodded toward the heavens, the children’s gazes followed, his fingers continually strumming the lute. Rhoa found herself trying to see beyond the blanket of pale blue above her, and she wondered how big the universe might be. Just thinking about it made her feel smaller than the smallest ant.

      “While the universe was vast, it was also empty, lacking life. To change this lonely existence, it willed other beings to join it. Our story revolves around two such beings, both bound to this world. You might think of them as brothers, but describing them as two sides of the same coin might be more appropriate.

      “These beings were known as Vandasal and Urvadan.”

      As one, the children gasped. Urvadan was a name scarcely used outside of hushed whispers. More commonly, people called him the Dark Lord.

      Salvon nodded. “Yes. I see you have heard of the Dark Lord. Do you know of Vandasal?”

      Silence. The children turned toward each other, shrugging.

      “As I thought.” The man shook his head. “So sad. This is why stories must be told – so people remember the whole of it.”

      His voice shifted again, resuming the lyrical recitation of the story. “These two beings crafted the world you know and everything within it. You might think of them as gods, but they had limitations. Each brother was equal in power to the other, which created balance in the world.

      “Vandasal’s source of power was bound to the sun – mighty during daylight, yet weakened at night. Urvadan’s power was connected to the moon, waxing and waning as it rose and fell.”

      Rhoa peered up at the moon, a globe hovering in the blue sky. She frowned at his words. The moon never moved, at least not that she had ever seen.

      “I can see you are wondering about the moon,” Salvon said knowingly. “Don’t worry. My story will explain it all.

      “Urvadan held his magic to himself rather than sharing it with the world. Taking a different approach, his brother, Vandasal, chose to create, giving birth to beings of nature, such as bears, rodents, cows, horses, birds, and man. Also from Vandasal rose creatures of magic, including the Makers, the Cultivators, dragons, gryphons, and other beasts of legend.”

      In Rhoa’s head, she imagined these creatures of legend roaming the wilderness and filling the skies – massive, mighty, majestic.

      “The land was different back then, quite vast and stretching far beyond Hassakan. Across the land, there were twenty great cities, each built by Maker hands. For centuries, all was well with the Makers, the Cultivators, and man living together in relative peace. The magical creatures were rare, some even unable to reproduce, but they coexisted with the animals you know today, fitting into the circle of life as intended.

      “The intelligent races and creatures worshipped Vandasal, their prayers feeding him, giving him power that surpassed his brother – power Urvadan envied. Many times, Urvadan attempted to give life to those who might worship him. Each time, the tainted influence of his power made his creations insane. Goblins, trolls, ogres, and even darker, more twisted creatures came to life under his power, every one of them mad and warped by his influence. Frustrated but determined, Urvadan devised another means to surpass his brother and make this world his own.

      “With the combination of devious magic and the lure of great wealth, Urvadan convinced a tribe of Makers to join his cause. Over time, these Makers changed to something else, something dark. These twisted Makers constructed a great city far to the east. The very design had a singular purpose. Not as a place to live, but rather as a giant device to augment Urvadan’s power.”

      Salvon leaned forward, strummed a deep, twisted chord while flashing wide eyes. “He called this city Murvaran!”

      Rhoa and the other children jumped with a start and leaned away from the man. As he said the name of the city, a thick cloud passed before the sun, darkening the plaza and sending chills down Rhoa’s spine.

      Salvon’s eyes closed and he sat back for a moment before resuming his tale. “Hidden in this city, in his center of power, Urvadan unleashed a great spell that shook the entire planet and the heavens above. With this spell, he captured the moon, locking it in place. Sadly, the moon would no longer wander across the sky as the sun does today, but instead would remain directly over Murvaran. With the moon, his very source of power, forever shining down upon him, Urvadan’s strength increased tenfold. When Vandasal appeared to confront him regarding this affront to the natural order, Urvadan smote his brother and cast him down, leaving Vandasal a shell of what he had once been.”

      Salvon’s lute filled Rhoa with sadness as the old man stared at the ground.

      “Of course, such a shift had cataclysmic consequences. With the moon locked in place, the gravity of such a large object pulled the oceans and seas to this side of the world, flooding the lower lands to the north and creating seas that had never before existed. It also disturbed the balance of the world, triggering a series of volcanic eruptions beneath where the moon now resides. These eruptions lasted for a century.”

      Rhoa’s eyes widened as she imagined the seas rushing in to drown the land, massive volcanos bursting forth lava and darkening the sky with smoke.

      “When the shift was complete, a range of impassable mountains, many thousands of feet high, split the eastern lands from the west. In the heart of that mountain range, the ground had cracked, forming the maze of chasms known as the Fractured Lands."

      When the man resumed, the energy in his tale had faded, his tone one of loss. “With the rise of Urvadan came a new age, for the balance had shifted. The races and creatures of magic faded to legend, while mankind rose and claimed rule. With the rise of man, new gods came into power. Along with Gheald, Farrow, Pallan, Bal, Hassaka, Oren, Kyra, and Cora, the gods you know today, came the birth of the wizard race, each god claiming one of the eight remaining great cities as their own. Backed by the power of their gods, wizard lords now rule the lands and govern mankind.”

      The man fell silent, his face reflecting a profound sadness. Rhoa wondered about the story, what was true and what was not.

      As if reading her mind, Honey said, “I have never heard such a tale.”

      Salvon blinked, almost like he had been sleeping. “Um…. You see, this story is quite old. History prior to the current gods is seldom shared. Most people would call the tale a myth. Some might even call it blasphemy.”

      His gaze swept over the children. “Who is to say what is fact and what is fantasy? Perhaps this was nothing but a tale of fancy. Perhaps it was something more. Regardless, I suggest you do not speak of it when you are around a wizard. They will view it as an affront against Gheald, or whichever god they worship. Repeat it to the wrong person and you could find yourself in serious trouble.” He took a deep breath and sighed. “The gods of today, such as your own Gheald, demand your allegiance. Perhaps someday, those gods will be replaced, like Vandasal was in our story. I cannot say, for I won’t pretend to know the way of the gods.”

      Something that had always bothered Rhoa prompted a question. “Did Vandasal require a sacrifice, too?”

      “You refer to the lottery for the Immolation of Darkening?”

      She nodded.

      “I have never heard of Vandasal requiring such a sacrifice, but as stories are passed down over time, much is lost, and this tale is from centuries before recorded history.”

      The old man picked up his lute and rose to his feet with a grunt. “That is all for today, children. I must go and rest, for I have a performance this evening.”

      Rhoa did not wish him to leave, so she reached out and grabbed his lute. “Will you come back tomorrow with another story?”

      Salvon looked at her hand on the instrument, his eyes displaying shock. “You are touching my lute.” His tone was odd, filled with disbelief.

      “Sorry,” Rhoa said as she jerked her hand back.

      The man recovered and flashed a friendly smile. “Don’t worry, my dear. I would love to come back again and again.”

      He turned and walked away with the children watching, the old man’s story replaying in Rhoa’s mind, stirring wonder. She turned and gazed toward the moon, finding it partially blocking the sun. A full eclipse would occur in just a few weeks, as it did every year.

      She wondered if the moon truly did travel across the sky many, many years ago.
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      Rhoa rode on the back of the wagon with Pippa at her side. The odd young man who had stumbled into their camp the prior evening rode with a crew member named Cradley, who drove a wagon loaded with massive tent poles. Unsure about the stranger, she watched him from a distance. Cloth covered his eyes and much of his face after declaring the sun too bright for him to bear. That statement alone stoked the fire of Rhoa’s curiosity.

      It had been a long day that began with a dreary, overcast morning. The gloom had been fitting as the troupe said farewell to two of their own. Stanlin said a few words before lighting the funeral pyres for their fallen comrades. The troupe caravan then departed, following the winding road down to the next valley. The hills and the pass where they had encountered the bandits were soon miles behind them as the road turned northwest. The tree-lined road leveled, and they came upon a small bridge, the wagon train stopping so the troupe could refill water barrels and waterskins before resuming.

      By the time the sun was beyond its apex, the forest was behind them and grassy plains covered the land beside the road. Farms appeared and faded into the distance as they continued toward Starmuth.

      When the sun was low in the sky, Stanlin pulled his wagon off the road and headed toward a lonely outcropping of rock jutting above the rolling plains. The other wagons followed and formed a circle beside the rock to camp for the evening.

      The task of searching for firewood fell to Rhoa and her fellow acrobats. She and Pippa went in one direction, Willem and Rhett in another.

      “It feels good to stretch my legs after sitting all day. Come on.” Pippa waved Rhoa along. “Let’s run.”

      Both girls burst into a sprint, racing toward a cluster of trees a quarter mile away. Even with Pippa’s longer legs and head start, Rhoa passed her and reached the trees first. Giggling, they began searching for fallen branches. When they came across a dead pine, Rhoa drew her fulgur blades and jabbed at the splintered wood until the trunk broke free from the stump. She then picked up one end while Pippa hoisted the other.

      The walk back to camp took much longer than the trip out, the girls having to stop numerous times to rest. As they reached camp, Willem and Rhett appeared from the far side of the rock pile, each of them carrying an armload of branches.

      “Sorry, boys,” Rhoa chided. “It looks like you have been beaten by a pair of girls. Again.”

      Pippa laughed.

      “You got lucky, that’s all,” Rhett said, while Willem just shook his head.

      With Juliam recovering from his wound and unwilling to risk tearing his stitches, the tall stilt walker, Durnig, chopped the tree into manageable pieces, while Neil and Niles built the fire.

      Glancing to the west, Rhoa noticed the odd newcomer climbing the rock pile. Driven by a rush of curiosity, she hurried to join him.

      She ran to the outcropping, scurried up the first boulder, and leapt to the next. He turned toward her and pulled the cloth away from his eyes, watching her scramble up the steep side of the rock. Rather than going around to the easier side, Rhoa drew her blades and jumped up, thrusting them into the ten-foot-tall vertical rock face. She then began climbing using only her blades, her body swinging from side to side with each upward reach.

      When she pulled herself to the top, she noticed him staring at her. He did not move or say anything. He just stared.

      Rhoa turned away, feeling shameful for having done the stunt to capture his attention. Sheathing her blades, she sat on top of the boulder with her legs crossed, and sighed.

      The sun had dropped below the horizon so the sky to the east was darkening, the mountain range they had crossed now appearing purple. Birds flew overhead, and the wind blew Rhoa’s dark hair into her face. She pulled it aside as the young man settled beside her.

      “Hello,” she said.

      “Greetings.”

      “What was your name again?”

      “Rawkobon Kragmor, son of–”

      “Yeah, blah, blah, blah,” Rhoa said in irritation. “Rawkobon.” She said the name, testing it. “It’s a bit much. Takes too long to spit out. I am going to call you Rawk.” The way she said it left him with no choice.

      He nodded. “Very well.”

      “My name is Rhoa. I’m one of the troupe acrobats.”

      “Acrobat?”

      “Yes. I perform for crowds by doing tricks – flips, trapeze, and other things.”

      “People watch you do this?”

      She laughed. “Yes. They pay to watch, too.”

      “Pay with what?”

      “It costs five coppers to get in. A whole silver on special evenings.”

      “The men who captured me… They wanted silver.”

      Rhoa nodded. “Bandits. They steal from people who have worked hard to earn their coin. I hate the bastards. They picked the wrong fight when they attacked the troupe. Serves them right that half of them died.”

      Rawk remained quiet for a long moment. Rhoa sensed him staring at her, but she refused to look at him. Does he think I am pretty? She closed her eyes. Why do you care, Rhoa? Who and what is he anyway? She sighed inwardly and opened her eyes before looking up at the emerging stars.

      “Your blades… They are magic?” he asked.

      While still staring toward the indigo sky, she nodded. “Yes.”

      “They remind me of a stone-shaper, like myself.”

      She turned toward him. “Stone-shaper?”

      “Yes.” He leaned forward with his arms extended, his hands above the surface of the boulder. “Watch.”

      He thrust his hands down, his fingers sinking into the rock. Rhoa gasped when they burrowed through the stone, as if it were snow. Shards of broken rock sprayed from the troughs he dug, creating a circle. He then scooped up the core of the circle and gripped it in his hands, wincing. Rhoa wondered how much his wounded arm hurt.

      Spinning the chunk of stone, Rawk smoothed the surface and it began to take shape. Once finished, he extended it toward her. Tentatively, she reached for it with both hands, accepting it while gaping in wonder.

      It was a six-inch sphere, the stone’s surface now a polished gray with white striations, like a massive marble. There was a weight to the stone when she rotated it in her hands.

      “How did you do that?” she breathed out as she looked at him, noticing him holding his bandaged upper arm, which was as muscular as Juliam’s.

      “I was born a stone-shaper, as was my father and his father before him, and my uncle...” His voice trailed off, Rawk appearing upset.

      Rhoa shook her head. “You don’t understand. Nobody can do this. At least nobody I have ever heard about.”

      He shrugged. “It is common among my people. Some shape metal, some rock, some are diviners, some are farmers, some are craftsmen, some are warriors. We each have our roles.”

      “Farmers, craftsmen, and warriors I understand. Those other things… Where did you say you come from?”

      “Ghen Aeldor, the city in the mountain.”

      Rhoa’s eyes widened. “A dwarf?” She had thought them to be myth. His stature seemed a bit tall compared to those stories, and he lacked the renowned beard one might expect.

      He nodded. “Some use that term.”

      “Is there another one you’d prefer?”

      “Well, if you must label us, we were once known as Makers.”

      Rhoa gasped, her mind racing.

      A Maker – a legend come to life, she thought. What would people do if they knew? She was not sure, but she feared what might happen.

      Her gaze returned to the glossy ball of rock, the moon reflecting off its surface.

      “You must make me a promise…a promise to Vandasal.” She said the name hesitantly but wished him to understand the importance of her request. He seemed to place value in the name of the old god. “Promise you will tell nobody you are a Maker.”

      His forehead furrowed, reminding Rhoa that he had no eyebrows. “Why? Are Makers unwelcome?”

      She set the stone ball down and grabbed his hand, holding it in hers. The width of his hand was twice her own, his fingers thick and strong. “People will not understand. You must trust me in this. Promise you will tell no one.”

      Rawk’s purple eyes stared at her, and she saw an innocence in them. In his innocence, she saw reluctance and fear.

      Rhoa’s tone softened. “I am your friend, Rawk. Please, you must trust me.”

      He blinked, visibly taken aback. Glancing down at his hand held in hers, he said, “Very well. I swear to Vandasal, I will tell nobody I am a Maker until you give me leave.” He looked back up, his eyes meeting hers. “Friend.”

      Rhoa then asked the other question burning in her mind. “Why did you leave your home?”

      He turned away. “I was…forced to leave,” he croaked.

      She put her hand on his shoulder. “What about your family?”

      “They remain in Ghen Aeldor. I will never see them again.”

      She knew how he felt. “I am sorry.” When he turned toward her, she saw the pain in his eyes. She gave him a sad smile. “Where do you live now?”

      Rawk shook his head. “I do not know. My path is unclear, my future clouded. I know nothing of this world or how I might fit in it.”

      His situation struck a chord with her, and she knew what she must do.

      Picking up the ball of stone, she stood. “Come with me. We need to speak with Stanlin.”

      Taking the easier route, Rhoa climbed down, leaping from boulder to boulder until finally leaping off the outcropping to land in the long grass eight feet below. With her leading, they walked into camp where a pot of beans was heating over the bonfire. Troupe members sat in clusters, having multiple quiet conversations. Rhoa approached Stanlin, who was in mid-sentence when she tapped his shoulder.

      Stanlin turned, his gaze momentarily pausing on Rawk before settling on her. “What is it, Rhoa?”

      “We need to show you something,” Rhoa said. “In your wagon. Now.”

      The man grimaced, but she knew he would listen. They had been together a long time, and Rhoa rarely made demands. She spun around, walked to his red wagon, opened the door, and held it while she waited for Stanlin to grab a lantern. The stone ball in her hand was heavy, so waiting only irritated her.

      “Get in. Both of you,” Rhoa growled.

      “I don’t know why you are taking that tone with me,” Stanlin muttered as he climbed into the wagon.

      Rawk paused before entering, and Rhoa gave him a friendly smile. “Don’t worry. This is for your own good. Friend.”

      He nodded and climbed in.

      The interior of the wagon was as packed as any other, but lacked the hammocks one found in many of the others. Instead, a high bed occupied the rear third of the wagon. Beside the bed was a bench and a small table. Stanlin sat on the bench and set his lantern onto the table, while Rhoa stood beside Rawk.

      “What is this about, Rhoa?”

      She held the polished rock out toward him. He frowned at it for a moment before accepting it.

      “Nice rock,” he said, turning it over in his hands, “but hardly worth all the drama.”

      She put her hand on Rawk’s shoulder. “He made it.”

      Stanlin’s brow furrowed. “Made it? You mean he carved and polished it? To make something like this from stone takes skill, but I still don’t know why I am here.”

      Rhoa sighed. “You don’t understand.”

      She grabbed the stone ball from Stanlin and handed it to Rawk. Her tone softened as she stared into his eyes. “Do it again. Make something smaller, something more delicate.”

      Rawk examined the rock, turning it over in his hands. He pressed his finger against a white striation and pressed inward. When his finger sank into the stone, Stanlin gasped. The Maker ignored him, breaking off pieces of rock and smoothing others. Shards fell onto the floor as he worked, pushing, rubbing, spinning the object in his hand, moving faster than Rhoa’s eyes could track. In the span of a few minutes, the stone became something else.

      He placed the finished object onto the table. Stanlin’s eyes filled with wonder as he stared at a tiny replica of his boxy wagon. The man lifted the statue and ran his hand over it, caressing it.

      Stanlin looked at Rawk. “How is this possible?”

      Rawk shrugged. “It is something I have always been able to do.”

      “Would you like a job?” The man’s voice was filled with excitement.

      “A job?”

      “Yes. I would pay you, feed you, give you shelter. All you need to do is…” Stanlin held up the statue, “this.”

      Rhoa bit her lip and watched Rawk. She knew Stanlin would ask him to join the menagerie once he saw what he could do.

      Rawk’s gaze locked with hers before he nodded. “I will do it.”

      Stanlin whooped and gripped Rawk’s shoulder, causing him to wince. “Oh, sorry.” The man looked down at Rawk’s injured arm. “Once you heal, we will put you to work. In the meantime, eat, rest, and get to know the others. You, my friend, are going to be a star.” His grin faltered. “What was your name again?”

      Before he could reply, Rhoa jumped in. “I shortened it.” She smiled at her new friend. “Call him Rawk.”

      “Rock?” Stanlin laughed. “Seems appropriate.” His eyes glazed over. “We will call him the Rock Whisperer, the man who tames stone.”

      Excitedly, Stanlin slipped past them and out the wagon door. “Of course, my wife will have to make him a costume. We will get some purple fabric, to match his eyes. And we will…” His voice faded as he walked away, leaving Rhoa and Rawk behind.

      She turned to him and smiled. “You now have a home. Welcome to the family, Rawk.”
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      Jace huddled in his dark cell with a thin blanket wrapped around his shoulders. His feet had grown cold since stripping down to his smallclothes an hour earlier. A rumble from his stomach reminded him of his hunger. Again, he thought of the meal he had been deprived of right before his capture. The mere thought of food made his mouth water. Two days had passed since then, and he still had not eaten.

      A noise outside his cell brought him alert. He stood and covered the pillow-stuffed form on the pallet, careful to leave his boots exposed. Moving close to the door, he put a foot against one wall of the narrow cell, his hands against the other side. Pressing hard against the walls, he walked up, hand over hand, foot over foot, until his back pressed against the ceiling.

      A key slid into the lock and turned with a click. The door creaked open and torchlight seeped into the cell, wrapping around the long shadow cast by the jailor.

      “Get up, Landish,” the jailor growled. “The high wizard has returned and wishes to welcome you.”

      Silence.

      Jace’s limbs shook, his muscles cramping with the effort to keep himself suspended. Come on, you big idiot.

      The man growled and stepped into the cell, poking the boot of the blanket-covered form lying on the pallet. Jace released himself and fell, clasping his hands together while pounding downward with all his might. His fists struck the jailor at the base of his neck. The big man fell to one knee, and Jace drove him forward, smacking the jailor’s head into the brick wall. The jailor fell face-first onto the pallet, unconscious, his forehead torn open. Jace scooped up the man’s cudgel and dropped back into the dark corner beside the open doorway.

      “Thungar?” A man’s voice came from the room outside. “Are you all right?”

      Footsteps approached and a sword eased into the room. When the man’s hand reached the doorway, Jace swung the cudgel down, breaking bones as the man dropped the sword.

      “Argh!” the guard shouted.

      Jace darted out the doorway and thrust the cudgel into the man’s midriff. When the guard doubled over, he slammed the cudgel on the top of the man’s head. The clang from it striking his helmet rang loudly. The guard fell to the floor, but another came up behind him with his sword ready. The second guard stood a head taller than Jace and outweighed him by a fair margin.

      Jace feinted toward the corridor, as if going to run. When the man moved to stop him, Jace threw the cudgel. It struck the man in the face, forcing him back a step as his hand went to his broken nose. Jace followed, leapt, and kicked. His bare foot struck the man’s hand, sending the sword flying. When Jace landed, a meaty fist hit him in the back and drove him into the wall. A grunt of pain burst out, along with his breath. The man swung again, and Jace dove out of the way, falling to his knees. The guard’s fist hit the wall and he cried out, backing away, holding his broken hand. Jace grabbed the fallen sword and swept it at the man’s legs. It struck the guard’s ankle, burying deep. The man cried out as he fell. Jace stumbled forward, the blade sinking into the guard’s chest. The man stilled, his eyes bulging, his face covered in blood from his broken nose.

      Rising to his feet and panting, Jace hurried back to his cell and began to dress. With his breeches, tunic, and boots back on, he grabbed the keys from the unconscious jailor.

      Stepping over the guards, he began testing keys on the cell door beside his – the only other occupied cell.

      “It’s me, Grund,” Jace said loudly. “I’m setting you free.”

      Grund was not a smart person, but he had been decent enough to talk to during Jace’s incarceration. Repeatedly, the man had expressed his desire to exact revenge on the guards who had captured him. As far as murderers went, Jace had met worse.

      At the third key, the door unlocked and he opened it. The prisoner emerged and glared down at the guards. He was among the biggest men Jace had ever seen, standing well over six feet and weighing more than three hundred pounds. Perhaps four hundred.

      “Huh,” Grund said. “For a little guy, you did well.”

      “Thanks,” Jace replied. “As I promised, you are free. What you do now is up to you.”

      Grund grinned. “I’m getting out of this place. If anyone tries to stop me, they’ll wish they hadn’t.”

      The big man bent and gripped a sword with one hand, the cudgel with the other, then headed toward the corridor.

      Jace shook his head. The castle guards are in for a fight. He then noticed his knives and pack on a shelf at the back of the room. Hurrying, he grabbed his long dagger and strapped it to his waist, shoved the other blades into his pack, and swung it over his shoulder. He stepped over the guards and stuck his head out of the doorway.

      A roar and the clash of swords came from one direction.

      “To arms!” someone shouted.

      Footsteps came from the other direction, and Jace ducked back in, waiting while guards ran past. As soon as their footsteps faded, he ran down the corridor in the opposite direction.

      He snuck up the stairs and peeked into the room, finding it empty. Crossing it, he eased the door open. Outside was a courtyard filled with fruit trees, but nobody in sight. He ran into the trees and slowed, creeping until he could see beyond the foliage. The gate in front of the castle became visible. A cluster of guards stood beside it, in the middle of a conversation.

      “Prisoner escape!” someone yelled from the castle. “To arms! He’s a madman!”

      The guards ran toward the castle, and Jace saw his opening. He scurried along the wall and burst out of the gate at a sprint. Not slowing, he crossed the road and slid down the tree-covered hillside, toward the next switchback.

      “Stop!” a man shouted from the top of the wall.

      Arrows sailed past him, one burying into a tree just after he slid past it. He reached the road and darted across, into the next track of woods. The sounds of the castle soon faded.

      He reached the last switchback and began running down the road outside the city wall. Without a horse, the journey to Starmuth would take much longer, but he didn’t dare reenter the city.

      This is my last visit to Lionne, he thought. At least until Montague is dead.
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      Fourteen days after departing Marquithe, the troupe reached the Ghentella River. As the wagons rolled onto the long bridge, Rhoa drank in the view.

      Starmuth waited on the far bank, the port city’s east wall hugging the river. To the north and east, the sea waited, the air above it hazy with salt spray. Through the haze, Rhoa spotted ships sailing toward the harbor, seabirds circling above them.

      Minutes later, the wagon train reached the other end of the bridge and turned north, toward the city. A field lay before the two-story-tall city walls made from gray blocks, the sight a poor comparison to the daunting walls of Marquithe.

      It was mid-afternoon, so the remainder of the daylight hours would be spent raising the tents and preparing camp. Less than a quarter mile from the city gate, Stanlin pulled his wagon off the road and settled in a flat, grassy area between the road and the river. Rhoa suspected the menagerie had used the exact same location years earlier, before she was part of the troupe. The man issued orders as the other wagons approached the campsite. Oxen-drawn wagons brought the massive tent poles to the middle of the field while the troupe gathered around their leader.

      “We have three or four hours of daylight, and I intend to use them,” Stanlin announced. “I need all hands focused on raising the main tent. You can rotate breaks until everyone has had a chance to eat. I must go into the city and meet with city officials to ensure our welcome.” A sadness crossed his face. “Besides, we are in need of a new drummer and are short one person for the crew. I will stop by a few taverns and see if I can find someone suitable for either job. Don’t wait for me. It’ll be dark by the time I return.”

      Stanlin turned and walked to his wagon as everyone watched in silence. When the man climbed on and his team towed the wagon back to the road, clapping hands drew everyone’s attention.

      “You heard Stanlin!” Ervan, the crew foreman, shouted. “Let’s begin with the center posts!”

      The man continued to shout orders, calling for men to dig holes while others moved the oxen-drawn wagons into position. Rhoa had seen the tent poles raised many times and had little interest in watching again. Instead, she turned toward the city and stared at it. She wondered how long they would remain at Starmuth. Her gaze shifted north, toward Fastella…too distant to see, yet within just a few days’ travel.

      Soon, she would return to the city of her birth.

      Soon, she would have her revenge.
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        * * *

      

      Rawk sat in the shade of the wagon he shared with the Bandego Brothers. The two men had been friendly enough, but Rawk remained lonely, isolated, lost. So much of the world outside his mountain home seemed foreign. The menagerie was a prime example.

      He still had no idea what to expect from the performances. The thought that people would pay to watch others do tricks, play music, or shape rock… It was something he struggled to comprehend. Rhoa had attempted to describe it all to him, but he had difficulty imagining the scene. The mere thought of having hundreds of eyes staring at him made his stomach churn and left him in a cold sweat. By the way Rhoa’s eyes glazed over when describing the rush from the cheers and applause, he could tell she enjoyed the experience. He found himself drawn to the energy and passion she displayed.

      Watching troupe members raise the tall poles and the tent they supported made Rawk think of the engineers among the Makers – the men and women who designed and crafted impossible structures powered by extravagant mechanisms. When a Maker-built door closed, one would be hard-pressed to ever find the seams. In such perfection he saw beauty.

      As the day wore on, clouds drifted in and darkened the sky, allowing Rawk to remove his cloth. His eyes had gradually adjusted, but daylight still hurt far more than it helped. He pocketed the cloth, wincing. The arrow wound in his arm was gradually healing. A few more days and the pain would be gone, leaving only a scar as a reminder.

      When the tent had been raised and the crew began staking the guy-lines, Rhoa walked over and settled on the grass beside him. She sat there in quiet for some time, her eyes narrowed as she squinted into the breeze. Rawk followed her gaze and saw her staring at the water. The sea was as frightening to him as the sky, both appearing endless. He had never imagined so much water might exist anywhere.

      He considered starting a conversation, but he didn’t know what to say. So much about the world outside of his mountain home still confused him, and his naivety had led to numerous embarrassing moments since he had joined the troupe. It made him wonder if he would ever fit in.

      Rhoa looked at him and broke the silence, saving him from the task. “Your eyebrows look good.”

      His hand went to his forehead. “Thank you for the suggestion.”

      She shrugged. “Body art is among Sareen’s skills. I thought it might help make your appearance less…unusual.”

      His eyes flicked to her and back to the ground, the conversation reminding him of his hairless body – a source of profound shame. An adult male Maker without a beard was unnatural, and Rawk’s smooth, bare face was a constant reminder of his failures. He thought of his father and the man’s thick, brown beard braided to his waist. Bawkobon held much pride in his beard, far more than any pride he had ever shown toward his son. Everyone in Ghen Aeldor knew of Rawkobon the freak. It was the sort of fame one wished to avoid.

      Rhoa spoke again while watching the crew secure guy-lines. “Our first performance will come in two days. The first show is always half-price, intended to draw the curious and create a buzz in the city. I would expect as many as two hundred tomorrow, twice as many on our biggest days.”

      “Four hundred?” That was eight hundred eyes. Rawk tried to imagine so many watching him. Less than four thousand Makers lived in all of Ghen Aeldor, spread across two-dozen holds.

      When Rhoa turned toward him, she must have seen the fear in his eyes. “Don’t worry.” She patted his hand. “You will be hidden for most of your performance. Just shape rock and make it look pretty. Everyone will clap, and you will get paid.”

      “Paid.” He repeated the word, as if tasting it for the first time. The idea of receiving precious metal for shaping stone still felt foreign.

      Pippa walked over and sat with her legs crossed, facing Rhoa. “Are you telling him about tomorrow?”

      “Yes, but mostly I’m telling him he has nothing to worry about.”

      Pippa tilted her head while staring at Rawk. “I wish I could do what you do. Changing boring old stone to something beautiful… It’s a wonderful kind of magic.”

      He grunted. “It’s not magic.”

      Rhoa’s brow furrowed. “I don’t understand how you do it, but it definitely is magic.”

      “It doesn’t feel like magic.”

      “What does it feel like?” Pippa asked.

      He put a finger to his lips as he considered how to explain. “I can feel the rock. Everywhere I go, I have a sense of the rock around me. I know if it is soft, like dirt, or brittle, like shale, or hard, like granite. I can feel the fissures and impurities when I touch it and can tell if something else, such as a gem, is hidden inside.”

      Pippa grinned. “Finding gems is a wonderful talent. If you get the right ones, you could be rich!”

      Dark thoughts arose, shrouded by guilt. Rawk turned away. “That is forbidden.”

      “Finding gems?”

      He shook his head. “No. Coveting them. Keeping them. Selling them.”

      “What do you do with them then?”

      “Gems are given to the fire in the mountain as gifts to Vandasal.”

      Pippa frowned. “Fire in the mountain? Like a volcano?”

      “We certainly hope not. So long as you control the pressure, the lava remains calm.”

      “You mentioned Vandasal again. Is he your god?” Rhoa asked.

      Rawk nodded.

      “And you are required to give the gems you find to him?”

      “Yes. It is among our core beliefs.”

      Rhoa fell silent as she stared at Rawk. Feeling awkward, he turned away.

      Her hand touched his, and he stared down at it.

      When she spoke, her tone was filled with compassion. “Forget about the past. You are here now, with us.” His gaze met hers, and she smiled, her white teeth in contrast to her coppery skin. “You were describing how you shape stone.”

      “Yes.” He nodded. “When I touch it, I push my fingers in while willing the stone to give way. My thoughts, as much as my touch, guide the stone. Rock shards come loose until the surface is what I perceive in my mind.”

      “Wow,” Pippa breathed.

      “That doesn’t explain the polish,” Rhoa said. “How do you get it to shine?”

      “Polishing is more of the same, except I remove far smaller bits of rock. The result makes it appear smooth and shiny.”

      Pippa stood. “Well, it’s getting dark, and I’m to help with dinner tonight. I’ll talk to you guys later.”

      The blonde girl walked off, and Rhoa leaned back with a sigh. “I wish Stanlin would return. I want to ask him how long we intend to remain at Starmuth.”

      “Where else would we go?”

      After a moment, she replied, “Fastella. It’s a big city, far bigger than what you see here.” She pointed toward Starmuth.

      Rawk’s gaze followed her gesture. Again, he gazed at the city walls and wondered at the shoddy work. Even from hundreds of feet away, he could see the seams and unevenness in the outer surface. The roofs beyond the walls were more of the same – structures that would leave a Maker extremely embarrassed.

      “How long do you usually remain in one city before moving to the next?”

      She shrugged. “It depends on the city and the crowds. Bigger cities pack the tent regularly, which keeps the troupe around for many weeks. Cities like this may last as little as twenty days.”

      “And you would like to move on?”

      She hesitated again before nodding. “I would.”

      “This life of traveling from city to city and performing… You enjoy it?”

      Rhoa frowned while peeling off layers of a thick stalk of grass, appearing lost in thought. Finally, she tossed it aside and gave him a sidelong look. “I enjoy parts of it. The troupe is like a family to me. In fact, they are all I have. Then there is the thrill of performing. I know I am good at it, and the rush I get when I have the crowd watching my every move… It’s as if I cast a spell over them. They will gasp, laugh, weep, or scream at my whim. It is magic of another nature, and the power is intoxicating.

      “However, there are times I wish I had something more in my life. I remember the feeling of having a home, a place where I belonged, a place filled with love and happiness. Someday, I would like to live such a life again.”

      She stood and dusted off her breeches. “It was nice speaking with you, Rawk. You should talk more often.”

      After she walked away, he wondered at his lingering sense of sorrow.
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        * * *

      

      Jace jammed the blade of his knife between the window and the sill, lifting it to flip the lock. He pulled the window open and peered inside. The barn interior was dark, the only light coming through the open window. He lifted his leg over the sill and climbed in. A pen occupied the far corner, and the space smelled of a mixture of manure and animal musk.

      Moving carefully, he fumbled around and found a doorknob. He opened the door to a completely dark room smelling of dirt. Taking a step inside, he ran into a crate. Feeling about blindly, he found potatoes and began stuffing them into his pack. When he turned, he came across a barrel filled with apples. Eight apples joined the potatoes before he backed out of the room.

      A long, thin crack of moonlight showed through the narrow gap in the barn doors. He unlatched the internal hook and eased the door open. Moonlight shone into the barn, chasing the shadows to the corners. A saddle hung on the wall, and two horses stood in the pen. One lifted its head and sneezed. Jace grinned. After two days, traveling on foot was about to end. The remainder of his journey would be much more pleasant.

      He took the saddle down and opened the pen door.

      “Easy now,” Jace said softly as he approached the nearest horse – a piebald, the large, brown eyes following him. “My name is Jace. I hope you don’t mind going for a little run.”

      The horse didn’t shy away when he put the saddle onto its back. Moments later, he had the saddle secured and his pack tied to it. He led the horse out and closed the barn door.

      A sound came from the farmhouse, less than thirty feet away. Jace quickly climbed onto the horse as the door opened.

      “Stop!” a man yelled.

      Jace kicked the horse forward as the man lifted a crossbow. With a yip, Jace gripped the saddle horn and slid sideways, ducking so the horse’s body was between him and the farmer. A twang sounded and a crossbow bolt flew over him, so close that Jace heard the whistle of its passing. The horse ran. Jace almost slipped before righting himself and throwing his leg back over the saddle.

      He rode into the night, wanting to put distance between him and the farmer before resting. When the sun rose, he would be on the road and on his way to Starmuth.
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            Black Sparrow

          

        

      

    

    
      The menagerie tent was massive, two hundred feet in length and standing a hundred feet tall at the center. A line of people waited outside, Jace among them. It was late afternoon, the weather cool with clouds blanketing the sky and a stiff breeze coming from the sea.

      Jace had arrived at Starmuth around noon, offering him the luxury of a hearty lunch, his first substantial meal since leaving Marquithe. The memory of the meal, mutton and vegetable skewers, replayed fondly in his head. After a long stretch of trail rations and a few days of no food while he was locked in a cell, a hot meal had been like a dream come to life.

      The line began to advance one step at a time. Jace inched along with it, eventually reaching the front where a massive man stood with his arms crossed, his glare leaving no doubt he meant business. A tall blonde woman stood beside him, holding a small barrel with a slot in the top.

      “Five coppers, please,” the woman said with a smile.

      Jace had the coins ready and dropped them into the barrel, the distinctive clinking of money echoing inside. He then ducked under the tent flap and stepped inside.

      Two thick poles spaced sixty feet apart supported the center of the tent, while a series of smaller poles supported the exterior. At the heart of the tent, a ring of interlocking wooden blocks formed a wall three feet tall.

      Jace paused to consider the oddities inside the ring – a ten-foot-tall staircase, a long board supported in the middle by two braces, round pedestals of different heights, a large boulder, and a wooden panel secured to the base of a tent pole. Pegs ran the length of both center poles, leading to platforms halfway up. A trapeze was secured to each post, just above the platforms, the ropes hanging from a set of long, wooden beams connected to two posts.

      Lowering his gaze, Jace walked along the wooden benches encircling the outside of the ring. Behind the benches, white canvas hanging from the top of the tent divided the outer portion on all sides, save for the entrance.

      Jace caught up to the couple in front of him – a wizard and wizardess dressed in green and gold. There were other wizards among the crowd, as well as merchants wearing fine doublets and jackets. In fact, only a handful of spectators, like himself, wore muted colors and commoner clothing. It made sense. Most commoners were reluctant to part with coin for mere entertainment, preferring to spend it on food, ale, or clothing. When the couple ahead of him sat on a bench, he sat beside them. In moments, the bench was full. Minutes passed. The tent filled until every seat was occupied, leaving a handful of latecomers to stand near the entrance. Conversation buzzed, the space filled with an air of anticipation, until a deep, booming drum beat twice and all fell quiet.

      Music began to play, a lively tune with drums, a flute, and a lyre. The tent flap opposite the entrance parted, and a tall man with a dark, curled mustache walked out. He wore a red coat with gold trim and gold buttons. On his head was a tall hat, red with black and gold. He began twirling the cane in his hand around his body while he spun in the opposite direction. All eyes were on him. When he reached the center of the tent, he stopped, the cane pointed toward the sky. It came to life, blooming with a bright, white light at the end, forming a spotlight on the ceiling. The music stopped at the same moment and the tent grew quiet.

      “Welcome to Stanlin’s World of Wonder!” he bellowed, lowering his cane and dousing the light.

      Cymbals struck, the clang reverberating throughout the tent.

      “Today’s performance begins with a revelation. You will be the first to witness the latest wonder I have discovered. Please welcome the Rock Whisperer, the man who tames stone.”

      The audience clapped weakly as a short, stout man in a purple stocking cap strolled out. He wore a purple vest and black breeches, his thick, bulging arms bare as he walked over to the boulder and stood beside it.

      The announcer gestured toward the boulder. “Using nothing but his bare hands, the Rock Whisperer will turn this two-ton boulder into a work of art.” The short man held up his empty hands and spun around as Stanlin turned toward the side of the room. “The curtain, please.”

      Two men ran out and draped a white curtain over the short man and the boulder, hiding them from view.

      “And so our performance begins!” Stanlin’s cane glowed again, the spotlight pointed toward a gap in the crowd. “Enter the Bandego Brothers!”

      The music resumed and two men appeared in the spotlight, leaping over the ring to land in the center. They each began juggling, one with three batons, the other with four. The man with three began tossing his to the other man until he juggled seven. The crowd oooed and clapped. The batons were soon discarded in favor of eight colored balls, which the two began tossing back and forth to each other in a loop so fast, one could barely track their movements.

      The ringmaster shouted again. “Bring me the Tumbling Twisters!”

      Two men and a small young woman stepped out from the curtains. The men were shirtless and wore billowing white pants secured tightly at the ankles. The woman wore a tight white vest and skirt to match. Jace leaned forward and stared hard at the girl before deciding she could not be the one he sought. Her skin and hair were too fair, her eyes blue rather than brown.

      With one man leading the girl, all three climbed the tent poles. Reaching the top, one man grabbed a trapeze and jumped from the platform. An ahh came from the crowd as they watched him swing fifty feet up. The other man grabbed the second trapeze and began swinging, gaining momentum, while the first man lifted his legs to the bar and released his hands so he swung upside down. The other man did the same, the girl gripping his hands when he swung over the platform. The couple swung higher and higher, until the girl released her grip on the man’s hands. The crowd gasped. She flipped once in the air, then the second man grabbed her wrists, catching her. The crowd clapped and cheered.

      A small form dressed in black suddenly ran out, climbed on top of the wall encircling the ring, and ran around it, balancing with ease. It was a girl, her eyes and the top of her head covered by a black mask just like what Jace recalled from the Enchanters’ Tower. Jace leaned forward, watching the masked figure in black.

      It must be her, he thought.

      The girl in black leapt and flipped over Stanlin, stealing the surprised man’s cane in the process.

      “It’s the Black Sparrow!” Stanlin shouted. “She stole my cane! Get her!”

      The thieving girl ran up to one of the jugglers and swept the cane beneath him, knocking his legs out from underneath him. He fell to the ground. She dropped the cane as she slid into his place, juggling with the other man briefly before she redirected the balls and began pelting him with them. The juggler cried out, and the audience laughed as he tried, unsuccessfully, to dodge the balls. One struck him in the crotch. He doubled over, eyes bulging as he fell to his knees. The Black Sparrow threw her last ball, hitting the man in the head and bringing more laughter from the crowd as he fell over sideways.

      “Help!” Stanlin shouted. “We need someone strong enough to stop the Black Sparrow!”

      A roar came from across the tent as a man appeared, the same huge, muscular man Jace had seen out front. The girl yipped and ran as the big man gave chase. After one loop around the ring, the man hoisted a barrel. She rushed up the stairs to the platform and looked back. The big man followed, still holding the barrel as he climbed the stairs. The girl leapt down to land on the middle of a long board held up by two supports in the center. A roar came from the big man on the platform. Black Sparrow backed away, moving down the board as it bent lower and lower with her weight. She stopped, noticing Stanlin waiting with his arms extended, ready to grab her.

      The big man at the top of the staircase bellowed, “You are trapped now, Black Sparrow.”

      Still holding the barrel, he jumped onto the short end of the long board. His weight drove one end downward, her end springing up. She launched upward, spinning once before extending her arms. The trapeze with the man and girl hanging from it swung out. With arms outstretched, the female trapeze artist clasped wrists with the Black Sparrow, catching her.

      The three people then swung in two, widening arcs. When the second swing reached its apex, the girl in black released her grip. In a flash, she pulled the blades strapped to her thighs and jammed them into the beams at the top of the tent. When blue sparks emitted from the blades, Jace was certain.

      It is her!

      The crowd gasped as the girl dressed in black dangled sixty feet up with nothing below to save her should she fall. She then pulled one blade free and drove it into the beam an arm’s length away. She repeated the process two more times, then kicked out. Both blades came free. The crowd gasped again as she fell.

      The girl rotated as she plummeted toward the ground, her momentum taking her closer and closer to one of the tent poles. She jammed both blades into the wood, dragging them down the length of the thick post in a trail of sparks, stopping just a few feet above the ground. The big, muscular man rushed in and caught her, knocking her blades away as he scooped her up and carried her to a wooden panel with ropes at the top. He tied each of her hands to a rope and stepped back.

      Stanlin, who had retrieved his cane, held it out, shining a spotlight on the captured thief as he shouted, “We have captured you, Black Sparrow. I call upon Stiletto to issue punishment.”

      A tall blonde dressed in a shimmering green gown emerged, carrying a handful of knives. She stopped beside Stanlin. He pointed toward the Black Sparrow, who waited twenty feet away with her hands bound above her head. The blonde nodded, drew a blade, and threw. The first blade struck just below her armpit, the second below her other arm, the third just below her crotch. The crowd cheered. The blonde had two blades remaining. She threw, the first striking one of the ropes holding Sparrow captive, severing it. Quick as lightning, the girl in black pulled her arm free and twisted just before the last knife buried deep in the wood right where her chest had been. The crowd went wild.

      Sparrow pulled a knife free and sliced the other bond before spinning away. She jumped on top of a pedestal and raised her hands in victory, while the big, muscular man snuck up from behind. Suddenly, she and the pedestal were hoisted into the air. The man lifted them over his head, his muscles bulging as he faced the crowd. An impossibly tall man appeared and circled the ring. Even without the stilts Jace knew were hidden beneath his long trousers, the man must have stood seven feet tall. With the stilts, his height exceeded ten feet. The tall man came at Sparrow, who still stood on the pedestal above the strongman’s head, and swung his sword at her mid-section, sure to cut Sparrow in half. The girl leapt up and flipped over the blade before landing on her feet. He swung again, this time higher. She fell to her stomach, the blade sailing over her. He chopped down and she rolled off the pedestal, dropping to the ground and darting between his legs.

      Stanlin suddenly appeared in front of her, spinning his cane, one end shining a beam of light. “Stop!”

      She skidded to a halt and stared at him.

      “Behold this wonder, Black Sparrow. Not even you can foil this beauty.”

      He extended the cane, aiming the spotlight toward the white sheet covering the boulder. The music ramped to a crescendo as the sheet was pulled away, revealing the short man in purple. Beside him, the dull, gray stone had been transformed.

      The surface was dark and glossy with pale lines running through it, like lightning in the evening sky. The blocky, unremarkable boulder had transformed into a dragon, its wings folded, its head rearing up to strike. The detail was exquisite with hundreds, if not thousands, of scales along the outer surface.

      Stunned, the crowd fell silent, all eyes staring at the sculpture in transfixed awe. Jace gaped at the little man and wondered how he could create such incredible art in so brief a time. While shards of stone littered the ground around the stone, no tools were visible, nor had he heard any being used.

      Cheers and applause erupted, followed by shouts of praise. Everyone rose to their feet, some jumping in excitement from what they had witnessed.

      The performers all gathered together in the heart of the ring with Stanlin in the middle. The girl who had played the Black Sparrow removed her mask and stood beside the ringleader. The man in purple stood to the other side of Stanlin, while others gathered close. They all bowed as the crowd continued to cheer, shout, and smile.

      Jace had found his quarry. He now had to locate the amulet.
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      Jace walked amid the cluster of spectators returning to the city. All around him, people exclaimed about the spectacle they had witnessed. Even the wizards were amazed by the show, and they appeared as stumped as anyone about the man who had created the dragon statue. While Jace was curious, his mind was focused elsewhere.

      When he drew close to the city, he broke from the pack and followed the road along the outside of the city wall. His stomach longed for food, but he set his bodily needs aside to focus on his objective. He reached the riverbank where small watercraft were moored to a series of wooden docks. To the northwest, less than a mile away, the open sea waited. A quarter mile to the south, trees covered the river’s far bank. The current was calm, the river trickling toward the sea.

      Two fishermen climbed up from one of the docks, each carrying a bucket of fish. The only other person in the area was a man at the farthest dock, bent over in his boat with his back facing Jace.

      Whistling and relaxed, as if it were an everyday task, Jace climbed down to the nearest dock and stepped into a small rowboat. He untied it and pushed off, taking a seat and gripping the oars. With long, fluid strokes, he began to row upriver.

      The trick, he had learned long ago, was to behave as if you belonged. Others hardly paid attention to anyone doing mundane, everyday tasks. People rarely cared about anyone other than themselves anyway.

      Rowing upstream naturally took far longer than going downstream, but luckily, the current moved slowly where the river was widest. By the time the boat was parallel to the menagerie, the sky had started darkening. He dropped the anchor. With a fishing pole in his hand and a line in the water, he monitored the activity on shore.

      The troupe camp stood between the river and the performance tent. People milled about the area as a fire was lit. Jace recognized many of the troupe members from the show – the oversized strongman, the blonde knife thrower, the towering stilt walker, the two jugglers, the ringmaster, and the acrobats. The last group became his focus. The two male acrobats appeared first, both emerging from a yellow wagon near the rear of camp. When the dark-haired girl exited the same wagon, he saw she had shed her mask and black vest in favor of a black leather coat, her dark hair flowing freely to her shoulders.

      The sky darkened until Jace was unable to see much beyond the people near the fire. Under the cover of night, he lifted his anchor and rowed to shore. The boat slid onto the sandy bank, and he jumped out, dragging it ashore so it wouldn’t float away. He climbed the bank and crept toward the camp, sure to keep the wagons between him and the firelight. When he reached the outermost wagon, he stopped and put his back to it, listening.

      Patience, he told himself, something he said often. Success came with planning, skill, and a dash of luck. The first two were within his control. He also had to admit that fortune had smiled upon him more often than not. His encounter with the girl in the Enchanters’ Tower still irked him – a rare defeat for the great Jerrell Landish.

      “Time for dinner,” a man shouted.

      Someone stepped out of the wagon he hid behind. The door closed. Footsteps and the rustling of grass followed, fading until they were lost to the buzzing conversations coming from around the fire.

      Jace circled the wagon and approached the yellow one. He knocked lightly. When nobody replied, he slid inside and began his search.
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        * * *

      

      Rhoa sat at the table between Pippa and Willem, eating while Rhett recited a story she had heard a dozen times. Rawk sat across from her. The Maker had followed her around for much of the past week. She said nothing about it since she was responsible for bringing him into the troupe. He seldom spoke when in the company of others, yet appeared comfortable when alone with her. Rhoa often found herself looking at him, wondering what thoughts hid behind those mesmerizing purple eyes.

      Rawk suddenly turned toward the bridge and stared into the darkness. Moments later, a rumble arose in the distance. It grew louder, then riders emerged from beyond the tent. More came from the other direction, encircling the camp. A man in armor and a dark cape, trailed by four similarly dressed riders, rode in and stopped between the fire and the tent.

      “Nobody move!” the man bellowed. “You are surrounded. I have a full company of armed men.”

      Stanlin stood and addressed the man. “Before you do anything rash, you had best know we are under the protection of Starmuth officials as guests of the city.”

      The man on horseback flashed a humorless grin. Rhoa noticed the lightning bolt of the Farrowen Thundercorps on his chest. Rather than a circle behind it, the bolt was emblazoned on a star. “Protected by the city guard? How quaint.”

      Juliam stood, as did the other men. A number of the men on horseback nocked arrows and raised their bows.

      Stanlin held a hand up, gesturing for the troupe to remain still. “What is this about?”

      “This is about a stolen item. We have come to retrieve it.”

      Rhoa gasped inwardly and rose to her feet.

      “What are you talking about?” Stanlin laughed. “We are performers, not thieves.”

      Stanlin’s gaze swept the troupe as he grinned, his eyes meeting Rhoa’s long enough to convey the message. What did you do? He then turned back to the man on horseback, whose face was drawn into a scowl.

      “My name is Roddem Despaldi. I am captain of the Midnight Guard, sent here by the Enchanters Guild of Marquithe. You were recently in the city, were you not?”

      Stanlin shrugged. “Yes. We performed there for many weeks before coming here.”

      “Before you departed, someone from your crew stole something from the tower.”

      The amulet. They know.

      With slow, subtle movement, Rhoa backed away, seeking a way out. Riders seemed to block every opening. She stopped when her back bumped into a wagon. With the other troupe members and wagons blocking her from view, only two of the soldiers could see her. She watched them, waiting.

      “What leads you to believe someone in my troupe stole something?” Stanlin asked.

      “The person who stole the item used very special tools – enchanted blades able to cut stone as if it were butter.”

      Panic struck, Rhoa’s heart racing as her throat constricted. Everyone would know he was referring to her blades. The guards weren’t looking, so she crouched beside the wagon. She noticed Rawk watching her with narrowed eyes.

      Will he betray me?

      Stanlin laughed. “What do you take us for? We are performers, not stonecutters.”

      “There is no need to hide the truth, Stanlin.” Rawk climbed up onto the table. “We all know who the man is seeking.” Rhoa feared the worst until he thumbed at his own chest. “I can shape stone.”

      Rhoa simultaneously was relieved for herself and concerned for Rawk. He doesn’t understand the danger. However, she couldn’t do anything to stop him without bringing attention to herself. Torn between helping her friend and self-preservation, she froze.

      Despaldi grimaced at Rawk. “What do you mean shape stone? Where are these enchanted blades?”

      With everyone focused on Rawk, Rhoa realized her chance and crawled beneath the wagon. Crawling on her elbows and knees, she scurried out the back, then crept past the rear of a mounted horse while the conversation near the fire continued.

      “I don’t use blades. I use magic,” Rawk said. “Give me a stone and I’ll show you.”

      It struck Rhoa how bold and confident Rawk sounded, unlike the insecure, quiet person she had known him to be.

      “You are a wizard?”

      “No. Merely a performer and an artist.”

      Rhoa crawled under her wagon, rolled onto her back, and fumbled for the latch. The hidden compartment opened and the necklace fell out, landing on her chest. She pulled it over her head and tucked the amulet into her tunic.

      “Here is a stone, Captain,” a guard said. “Let’s see what he can do.”

      She crawled out and climbed to her feet. With care, she eased the wagon door open.
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        * * *

      

      Jace dug around the wagon, opening drawers and cabinets while feeling around for hidden panels. He ducked past the hammocks and opened the compartment beneath the driver’s seat. Minutes passed before a familiar rumble arose.

      Horses, he thought.

      He stood and pulled back the curtain until he was able to see the people near the fire. When the riders came into view, he stifled a groan.

      Despaldi. What is he doing here?

      Listening, he heard the captain of the Midnight Guard speaking to the troupe and realized what the man was seeking. Jace frowned and wondered why the captain of Lord Malvorian’s elite guard would be after the amulet. Surely Malvorian doesn’t care about the enchanters enough to send Despaldi to Starmuth and risk a confrontation with Taladain. His mind stewed on the situation for a moment. Unless Malvorian has a stake in this game. Did he discover the contract?

      The thought left him cold. Messing with a wizard lord was beyond crazy, yet he had signed up to do just that.

      A noise came from beneath the wagon floor, and Jace froze, listening. A click echoed beneath his feet, followed by silence. The door then opened, a startled girl pausing in the doorway. He reached out, grabbed the front of her coat, and pulled her in.

      “Quiet,” Jace said in a hushed voice. “Those are dangerous men out there.”

      “Who are you and what are you doing in here?” she hissed.

      “Where is the amulet?”

      Her eyes went wide in alarm. “Are you with them?”

      “No.”

      “Why do you want it?”

      “I have a job to do.”

      She stared at him for a moment, then a ruckus broke out in the camp.

      The look on her face changed, a fire lighting in her eyes. “Sorry.”

      Pain flared throughout his abdomen when her knee drove into his crotch. He bent with it and coughed while trying to remain quiet. An elbow struck the back of his head, and he fell to one knee. The girl grabbed something from a shelf and slipped out the door just as he reached for her.

      After regaining his feet, taking a few deep breaths over the lingering pain, he climbed out and closed the door quietly. In the firelight, he caught a glimpse of the stone-shaper standing on a table. The short man held a rock, his hands spinning and shaping it. All eyes were on him, just as they had been during the performance.

      Jace turned and ran. It was dark, clouds masking the moon. He stopped and listened. The rush of the river came from ahead, but he heard nothing else. Creeping through the grass, he moved farther from camp while searching the darkness, listening.

      As he neared the river, he spotted movement to his right, away from the city. He followed, moving carefully to avoid a twisted ankle. He would not lose her this time.
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        * * *

      

      Rawk finished shaping the stone and held it out in his open palm. It was the image of a soldier on a horse, a miniature of the man before him. The leader shook his head as if waking from a dream.

      “While impressive, I am not interested in sculptures of stone horses.” He turned to Stanlin. “We came for a thief who wields enchanted weapons. It was reported to be a girl, short of stature.” The man gestured toward Rawk. “He may be small, but with those shoulders and arms, nobody would mistake him for a girl.”

      Stanlin called out, “Pippa.”

      The blonde girl stood and shifted to stand beside Stanlin, while Rawk climbed off the table.

      “This is Pippa, one of my acrobats,” Stanlin said. “She is the smallest performer here.”

      Rawk knew Stanlin was lying and figured the man must have seen Rhoa crawl under the wagon. With the attention directed elsewhere, Rawk backed away until he stood in the same location Rhoa had before she disappeared.

      Despaldi stared down at Pippa with narrowed eyes. “Do you have the necklace?”

      “No, sir. I don’t have much of anything.”

      “Where do you sleep?”

      Rawk noticed all eyes on the girl, so he sat on the ground.

      “I share a wagon with Rhett, Willem, and Rhoa…the other acrobats.”

      “We will search this wagon,” Despaldi said before turning to Stanlin. “In fact, we will search all the wagons. If we discover you are lying to us, you will wish otherwise.”

      Stanlin nodded. “I understand.”

      Rawk rolled beneath the wagon and out of sight.

      “Lead us to your wagon, girl. We will start there.”

      Crawling hurriedly, Rawk emerged from the rear of the wagon and hurried out into the field, toward the river. The landscape was dark and shadowy, but he saw easily enough. The darkness was nowhere near as dark as the tunnels around Ghen Aeldor. He noticed someone to his right, hurrying toward the bridge. Turning, he followed at a run.

      A second silhouette appeared ahead. Both ran. The first reached the road and crossed it rather than running across the bridge. The second person followed, Rawk losing them amid the trees along the river. He crossed the road and slowed as he entered the trees.

      Here it was dark, even for Rawk, with tree trunks and shadows everywhere. He spotted movement ahead and moved to follow, until a hand clamped over his mouth and a blade poked him in the back.

      “Quiet now,” a man said. “We don’t want to draw the attention of those soldiers. I suspect they would kill the lot of us.” He raised his voice a bit. “I have your friend, girl. The one who shapes stone. Don’t make me kill him just because you were stubborn.”

      A rustle came from ahead, and Rawk saw Rhoa peek through leafy branches.

      “Don’t hurt him,” she said.

      “I won’t. I just need the amulet so I can leave for Fastella.”

      “Fastella?” Rhoa fell silent, and Rawk wondered why this man wanted this amulet so badly. “Tell me why you seek it, and why you are going to Fastella.”

      The man grunted. “It’s a job, girl. A contract. I would tell you more, but it’s against policy.”

      “Explain, or I slip away.”

      “I will kill him.”

      “Sorry, but everything I have worked for leads to this amulet and what I must do.”

      “How did you even learn about it anyway?”

      “I…” Rhoa’s brow furrowed before she spoke again. “A cloaked man came to me after a show one evening. I never caught his name, but he was bent and aged, his voice like gravel. He told me he had once been with the enchanters. When they obtained the amulet, they tried to reproduce the enchantment but could not. So they hid it in the tower among other items and kept it secret as something they could use should the wizards ever bring war against Cordium.”

      “Why tell you?”

      She shrugged. “This old man had a grudge against the enchanters. Something about an exile. He thought I possessed the skills to steal it, figuring it would drive them crazy to know it was out in the wild and the wizards might discover its existence.”

      She paused. “Enough about me. Tell me why you are after it.”

      The man sighed. “Fine. I accepted a contract to steal the amulet, but you beat me to it. I later agreed to retrieve it and follow the entire job through, although it’s crazy.”

      “What job? Why Fastella?”

      “I am to kill a man. A wizard.”

      All was silent, save for the man’s breath in Rawk’s ear.

      Rhoa replied, “Which wizard?”

      “I am to kill Lord Taladain, the ruler of Ghealdor,” he said before adding, “I told you it was crazy.”

      Rhoa stepped out of the trees. “We should talk, but let’s move farther away first so we aren’t captured. You can free him. Don’t worry. I won’t run.”
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      With the moon hidden by the clouds, the gravel road appeared as a faint, pale ribbon in the darkness. Rhoa and the mysterious man followed Rawk, who led them in a relaxed manner and behaved as if it were mid-day. She had previously noted Rawk’s ability to see in the dark, and the stone-shaper navigated the night with ease.

      The fields to the east ended at a railed fence. Inside the fence were rows of dark, shadowy trees.

      “Apples,” Rawk said.

      “Where?” Rhoa asked.

      He pointed toward the fenced area. “There. Those trees are covered in apples.”

      “Wonderful,” the other man said. “I’m starving.”

      “Lead us into the orchard, Rawk,” Rhoa said. “We can stop there for a bit.”

      They ducked through the fence rails and followed Rawk into the shadows, Rhoa walking with arms extended before her, hoping to avoid running into something. A couple rows in, Rawk stopped, and Rhoa collided with him, barely able to see his silhouette. The branch above her shook, the leaves rustling as the other man tore an apple away and took a bite. The crunch in the silent orchard was like a crash of thunder.

      Rhoa frowned at him, but it was unlikely he could see the expression. “Isn’t that a bit noisy?”

      “I told you, I’m hungry.” His words were garbled by the food in his mouth. He swallowed audibly. “Besides, we will hear anyone approaching before they hear my chewing. Since we are alone and far from prying ears, it’s time to talk.”

      Concern for the troupe members was Rhoa’s first worry. “Who are those soldiers at the troupe camp? You seem to know of them.”

      “The Midnight Guard,” the man replied. “They work for Lord Malvorian. Despaldi, the man who was doing the talking, is their leader.” He took another bite.

      “Is the troupe in danger?”

      “Hmm.” He swallowed. “Difficult to say. If they comply, Despaldi is likely to leave them alone. However, he is looking for you and the amulet. When he discovers you have disappeared, he will continue searching. The man is known for his persistence.”

      Rhoa considered the situation, attempting to reason through it. “Malvorian rules Farrowen. This is Ghealdan land. Isn’t he worried about upsetting Lord Taladain? A foreign armed force harassing citizens inside his borders seems like an act of aggression.”

      The man chuckled. “You don’t know Despaldi. He might work for the ruler of a nation, but he isn’t known to be a rule follower. If he is committed to a task, he will do anything to see it through, regardless of the repercussions.”

      Her lips pressed together, realizing she couldn’t go back to the menagerie, not without risking her plans or bringing more trouble to the troupe.

      “Enough of Despaldi for now,” the man said, tossing the apple aside. “Let’s talk about the necklace.”

      Rhoa wondered why Rawk had followed her and feared how he might react. She hadn’t told him anything about her plans. She hadn’t told anyone.

      “First, introductions. My name is Rhoa. You already know I am a member of Stanlin’s troupe.” She put her hand on Rawk’s thick shoulder. “This is my friend, Rawk.”

      “Rawk,” the man replied. “Interesting name.”

      “And you are?”

      “I have many names. You might know me as Jerrell Landish.”

      She shrugged. “Sorry. Never heard of you.”

      “Really? Are you sure?” The surprise was evident in his voice.

      “Pretty sure.”

      “Fine. You can call me Jace.” He sounded disappointed. “Since we are all acquainted, explain why you stole the amulet.”

      A sigh slipped out when she realized she had to reveal her secret – a secret she had held close for years. “I plan to kill Lord Taladain.”

      “You? How is a little thing like you going to kill the most dominant wizard in Ghealdor?”

      “The amulet will protect me.”

      “I am aware of the enchantment tied to the amulet. It might protect you from magic, but Taladain lives in a stronghold filled with hundreds of loyal guards. The amulet’s magic won’t save you from an arrow or blade.”

      Rhoa grit her teeth, her frustration rising. “I’ll find a way,” she said, determined.

      He laughed. “Great plan.”

      “I was able to steal the necklace, wasn’t I?”

      “True. However, you got to it only minutes before I would have.”

      “Wait.” Rhoa thought back to the tower. “You were the man dressed as a woman?”

      “My plan would have worked if you weren’t there.”

      “Perhaps it proves I am more capable than you.”

      Jace snorted. “Please. You got lucky. What else have you stolen? Have you ever even killed a person?”

      Rhoa had no response, but she was determined. “I will see Taladain dead.”

      The orchard fell silent. Rhoa sensed Rawk staring at her. She turned away and wondered what he thought of her now. Will this destroy our friendship? Why is he here anyway? She couldn’t ask him to risk his life for her own selfish plans. The mere thought of him dying because of her sparked a pang of guilt.

      “Rawk…,” she said past a lump in her throat. “What I am planning is dangerous. You should go back to the troupe. They are good people, and you can have a good life with them.”

      Heavy, tense silence followed her request. She desperately wanted him to remain at her side. It was a selfish desire, but she feared the path she had chosen and didn’t wish to walk it alone.

      “You may be right, Rhoa,” Rawk said. “Life with the troupe would likely be a good one, but it is not the life I would choose.”

      She tried to speak, but nothing came out. Swallowing, she tried again. “What life would you choose?” The words came out as a whisper.

      “I cannot say. There is much I am still learning about the outside world. What I do know is the value of friendship – a rare thing to touch my life. You are my only friend. You gave of yourself when I needed help. I would do the same for you. If you will have me, I prefer to remain at your side.”

      Guilt-tainted relief ran through Rhoa. “What about my plan? Would you be part of an assassination?”

      “I cannot say, because I know nothing of this man,” Rawk said in an even tone. “But I do know you are a good person, Rhoa. If you wish this man dead, I suspect there is just cause.”

      Jace cleared his throat. “While this is quite touching, we still haven’t resolved the matter of the amulet.”

      Rhoa turned toward him. “You said you wanted the amulet because you planned to kill Taladain.”

      “I said I was hired to kill him.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Only results matter.”

      “Of that, we can agree.”

      “So we have the same end goal in mind. I have skills that might be of use to you, and I suspect you have experience that would be beneficial to me. I suggest we work together to increase our chances of success.”

      Jace crossed his arms. “Should we succeed, you aren’t getting a cut from what I am owed.”

      “I don’t want your coin. I just want to see Lord Taladain’s rule end.”

      The orchard fell silent again, and a beam of moonlight filtered down through a gap in the trees as the clouds parted.

      Finally, Jace nodded. “All right. It’s not often I work with others, but I have done it before. Perhaps we can make it work. However, if you end up dead, it’ll not weigh on my conscience.”

      “Fine,” Rhoa said as she turned and walked toward the road.

      Rawk and Jace followed, all three ducking through the fence and stepping onto the gravel.

      “I have a horse waiting back in Starmuth,” Jace said.

      Rhoa turned toward him. “It’s not safe for me to go back. You said it yourself.”

      “I know.” He looked back toward the city. “I also don’t trust you enough to leave you and go back for it. You might run off without me.”

      “So we walk.” Rhoa turned north, while the other two hurried to catch her.

      “How far is it to Fastella?” Rawk asked.

      “Far,” Rhoa replied.

      “On foot, yes,” Jace added. “There is a village about thirty miles north of here. Perhaps we can find a ride there.”

      “Do you have any coin?”

      “Some,” Jace said.

      “Good. Because I don’t have a copper on me,” she replied.

      “How do you expect we are to pay for a ride or even for a room at an inn?”

      She stopped and turned toward Jace. “Aren’t you a thief?”

      “I prefer to think of myself as an entrepreneur.”

      Rhoa snorted. “Fancy term for someone who steals stuff.”

      “So, you want me to spend my hard-earned coin on you and rock-head here?”

      “How is your coin hard-earned if you stole it?”

      “I don’t just steal, you know. I have been known to accept a variety of contracts. Besides, I also earn coin from gambling.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh my. Your job is such back-breaking work. You must be so proud,” she said sarcastically.

      “Hey, I do have feelings, you know,” Jace replied in a pained voice.

      Rhoa smiled. She had discovered a weakness.
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      They walked for two hours before stopping to rest beneath a copse of trees not far from the road. Rhoa’s attempt to sleep came in short, fitful stretches, her dreams troubled, her body uncomfortable. She grew cold and did her best to cover herself. Her coat helped, but she longed for a cloak. Jace seemed to sleep fine, and she suspected his cloak added enough comfort to make a difference. As usual, Rawk was quiet and sat still. Rhoa wondered if he ever slept.

      They rose with the sun and resumed their journey. A few wagons rode past them that morning, as did a cluster of Ghealdan soldiers, identifiable by the dog-shaped helmets and purple capes attached to their armor. The wagon drivers paid the trio of travelers little heed, but the soldiers eyed them warily. Rhoa wondered if anyone else knew of the necklace. Am I now a known criminal? The worry of Despaldi’s pursuit already hung over her like a shadow. She was also concerned for the welfare of the troupe. If any had been injured or died because of her…

      She shook her head to clear her thoughts. After Taladain was dead, none of the rest would matter. She didn’t expect to survive anyway.

      As the day reached mid-morning, the sunlight darkened, despite the clear sky. Through the cloth over his face, Rawk gazed up and to the east.

      “What is happening to the sun?” Rawk croaked, worry in his voice.

      She turned to the eastern sky. It was clear for the first time in days. The moon blocked a portion of the sun, a partial eclipse signaling the impending Darkening.

      “It’s an eclipse, Rawk.”

      “What does it mean?”

      Jace twisted his face as if Rawk were daft. “This happens twice a year. Why are you acting so odd about it? Were you raised underground or something?”

      Rhoa gasped and looked at Jace before she realized he was teasing Rawk. “Leave him alone.” She then turned to Rawk. “It’s the Darkening. The moon will briefly block a portion of the sun every day for the next week until it reaches a full eclipse. After that, it will recede until the sun and moon no longer cross paths.”

      Rawk appeared to consider the information until Jace interrupted.

      “Why do you have that thing covering your face anyway?”

      Irritated, Rhoa turned toward Jace. “Can’t you just leave him alone?”

      He held his hands up in front of him. “Easy. It was a harmless question. Besides, we need to avoid attracting attention.” He pointed at Rawk. “Having this one wandering around with a rag over his face makes us difficult to forget.”

      A retort stopped just short of bursting out. She looked at Rawk, realizing the thief made a fair point. She considered the situation and turned back to Jace. “Give him your cloak.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because it has a hood. With it, he can shield his eyes from the sun and won’t need the cloth.”

      Jace scowled at her before removing his black cloak and shoving it into Rawk’s chest. He then turned and stomped down the road. Rhoa grinned at his annoyance. It was petty, she knew, but she enjoyed seeing him humbled. Rawk slipped the cloak on, pulled the hood up, and removed the cloth from his face before resuming the journey.

      As the day wore on, Rhoa’s hunger grew worse. A rumberry tree and a field full of ripe carrots provided some sustenance, enough to keep her and the others going. With only Jace having a waterskin, they had to share, and when the liquid ran out, she began to lag, her body longing for food and water. Her feet grew heavier and heavier until they came upon the village of Fortran’s Crossing beside a small creek. By then, the sun had started sinking below the horizon.

      The trio stumbled into town, hungry, thirsty, and exhausted. It was a small village, consisting of no more than twenty buildings. At the heart of it all was Fortran’s Inn, a two-story building with a wooden exterior, the boards gray and weathered. Jace stepped onto the front porch and held the door open, bowing to Rhoa with a smile. She walked past, ignoring him, stopping just inside the entrance to survey the interior. The scent of roasting beef captured her attention.

      The dining room was dark, the only light coming from lanterns hanging from the posts along the middle of the room and the waning light of dusk through the windows at the front. Half the tables were occupied, and many of the guests faced the corner. Sitting there, beneath another lantern, was a familiar face – a face Rhoa had not seen in a decade.

      The old man was dressed as she remembered, his brown robe full of patches and stains, his beard gray and resting upon his chest. He lightly strummed a lute while telling a story Rhoa had heard long ago. The man looked up. His gray eyes locked on her in surprise, his story stopping in mid-sentence. She approached to stand only a step away while resisting the urge to reach out and touch him just to see if he were real.

      “Rhoa,” the man said.

      “Salvon,” Rhoa muttered in shock. “You’re alive.”
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      Nine-year-old Rhoa sat on a chair her father had crafted. The man had built every item in the shop. In fact, there wasn’t a piece of furniture in the upstairs apartment that had not been lovingly fabricated by his hands. She read aloud as her mother listened. Reading was among her chores, something none of her friends were forced to do. Rhoa had resisted and complained at first, but after a year and a half, she began to secretly enjoy the stories. They reminded her of the tales Salvon told – tales of magic, wonder, and adventure from another era. Some of those tales were even written in Hassakani, the language of her ancestors. Rhoa had been taught to read both languages and could speak each fluently.

      Her mother sat nearby, leaning over a desk while recording numbers in a ledger. She was good with figures and calculations, another thing Rhoa had been forced to learn.

      “Knowing numbers is important, Rhoa,” her mother often told her. “If you can’t count coins, you will find yourself cheated by those with an education. We aren’t wizards, so you can’t attend the University, but I can teach you what I know, just as your grandmother taught me all those years ago.”

      Like the reading, figuring numbers was a challenge that grew easier with time. To the annoyance of her friends, Rhoa could now add and subtract most things in her head. She would turn ten in the next year, then she could begin an apprenticeship. Her mother hoped Rhoa would consider learning from her so she could help her future husband run a successful business. Rhoa’s father hoped she would turn to carpentry so she could work with him and take over his business someday. All she wanted to do was go out and play with her friends.

      That very thought lingered in the back of her head as she finished reading a short story about a girl who had befriended a dragon. The idea of a giant, flying lizard excited Rhoa and filled her with a sense of wonder. The end of the story, however, left her more than a bit unsettled. She closed the book and turned toward her mother.

      “All finished.”

      “What did you learn?”

      Rhoa considered the story. “Well, the dragon told the girl she could trust it, but then it ate her anyway. That wasn’t nice at all.”

      “What did she know about dragons?”

      “They eat people.”

      “And what happened?”

      “She got eaten.”

      “Think, Rhoa. What does it tell you?”

      Thinking about it, Rhoa said, “The girl knew the dragon’s nature, yet forgot to remain careful. The dragon did what dragon’s do and ate her. Even though the dragon was friendly, she should have been more cautious.”

      “Very good, Rhoa. The same goes for humans. If you know someone is untrustworthy, you had better prepare yourself for them to betray your trust. You do that, and you won’t be hurt.”

      Rhoa nodded, set the book aside, and slid off the chair. “Can I go out and play now?”

      Her mother looked at her. With black hair, dark eyes, and coppery skin, her mother didn’t look much like other people in Fastella. Rhoa had heard tales of her parents growing up at the edge of the desert in Hassakan. Even so, Rhoa could not imagine a land without trees and life, a land beset by heat during the day and frigid at night. They had moved to Ghealdor before Rhoa was born, a place where wood was abundant and Rhoa’s father could apply himself as a carpenter without restriction. Wood in Hassakan was very expensive, and carpenters were rare.

      “Come here,” Rhoa’s mother said with a broad smile. “Give me a hug.”

      When Rhoa’s mother smiled, her beauty and compassion showed through, giving her daughter a warm feeling. She thought her mother was beautiful. People often said Rhoa looked like her.

      Rhoa darted into her arms and squeezed, feeling loved by the embrace. Her mother let her go and gazed into her eyes.

      “Don’t go causing trouble today.” Her mother raised an eyebrow. “It’ll be a while yet before the shop owners forget your last stunt.”

      “I won’t, Mother.” Rhoa grinned. “The red dye was funny, though.”

      A grimace appeared on her mother’s face. “The fountain is the water source for everyone in the area. Dying it red to make everyone believe it had turned to blood might be funny, but we need water to drink, cook, and do our laundry. Thanks to you, I have two tunics that will never be white again.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      Rhoa turned away, weaved through the wooden furniture, and reached the work area at the back. Her father was there, creating a spindle with his lathe. When he noticed her, he released the foot pedal, the spinning wooden rod slowing to a stop.

      “Hi, sweetness. Have you finished your studies?”

      “Yes, Father. Mother said I could go out and play.”

      “Very good.”

      He held his arms out and she ran to him, hugging his midriff. Rhoa was small for her age, possessing her mother’s slight build. While her father possessed similarly dark hair, dark eyes, and tanned skin as her mother, he stood a full head taller.

      The man released his embrace and smiled down at her. “Go and have fun, sweetness. Enjoy the freedom and wonder of your childhood. You only get the chance once. When you grow up, responsibility occupies your days, and it will come far too soon.”

      She laughed. “You always say things like that, Father. I thought you love what you do.”

      “Oh, I find satisfaction in building furniture.” He ran his hand down the spindle with a wistful look in his eyes. “Creating something from your own hands is rewarding, but I miss the way I perceived the world as a youth, when it was full of wonder and discovery and my imagination held no boundaries.”

      “Well, maybe I don’t have to grow up. Maybe I can always look at the world that way.”

      “I wish it were so, Rhoa.” He shook his head. “If you can find a way to avoid the cynicism the years bring, you will be luckier than the lot of us.”

      “What is sinism?”

      “Cynicism.” He chuckled. “It’s when you become bitter and find it difficult to trust others.”

      Rhoa’s face twisted in thought. “The story Mother just had me read was about trust. A girl trusted a dragon when she shouldn’t have.”

      “Well, trust is a complex thing. The trick is to decide whom you can trust and who might betray you. If you can manage that, you will be better off.”

      Rhoa shook her head. “Growing up sounds complicated.”

      He laughed again, turning toward the lathe. “Quite true, my sweetness. Quite true.”

      The man resumed pumping the pedal and the spindle began to rotate. Rhoa turned and walked toward the front of the shop, nodding to a man entering. He wore a fancy black coat over a red doublet, and Rhoa assumed he worked for a wizard. Clothing like that was expensive, but only wizards wore robes and wizardesses dresses. Rhoa didn’t know why. She just knew it to be true.

      The shop her parents owned stood at the corner where the street met the square where she often played. Her gaze drifted toward the sky while she waited for porters dressed in white to pass. They carried a palanquin of white and gold, the men and the object blocking her view of the square. To the east, the sun still climbed toward its apex. The moon blocked the edge of the sun, and the sky would soon grow darker. The full eclipse was still days away – an event known as the Darkening. Rhoa tried not to think of what it meant. It only brought her worry and nightmares, both of which she could do without.

      Once the porters were past her, the palanquin turned and a blonde, teenage girl poked her head through the curtain. With bright blue eyes and a silver tiara, the teen was both beautiful and daunting. Princess Narine, Rhoa thought. The curtain closed, hiding the girl from sight as the palanquin crossed the square.

      Rhoa spied her friends clustered together near the fountain and headed toward them. The children were squatting in a circle. Before she even saw the bones, she knew they played Tali. Upon reaching the children, she squeezed in beside her best friend, Jilli, who had moved to Fastella two years earlier. Like Rhoa, Jilli had dark hair and darker skin than the other children. Her family came from a place called Anker. Rhoa didn’t know much about it, other than it was a city surrounded by jungle. Jilli said it was always hot and humid there, so the mild weather of Fastella was one reason she didn’t miss her old home. Rhoa was the other reason.

      “Who’s winning?” Rhoa asked.

      Jilli smiled at her. “Honey and Rickard each won a match. This one decides it.”

      “Can I challenge the winner?” Rhoa asked in a loud voice.

      Rickard frowned at Rhoa. “Quiet. I need to concentrate.” He held his hand out. Four small bones lay in his open palm. “Threes,” he announced before he tossed the bones.

      Three fell into a tight grouping, while the fourth bounced away. With an upward toss of his fifth bone, called a taw, Rickard scooped up the three closely grouped bones and caught the taw before it landed on the street. The children cheered as he stood, holding his bone-filled fist high.

      “You owe me a copper, Honey.”

      The blonde girl handed him the coin, the expression on her face reflecting her reluctance to do so.

      “Let’s toss, Rickard,” Rhoa said forcefully.

      Rickard stood over a head taller than Rhoa and almost as tall as her father. When he turned toward her, he stepped close, looming over her in a threatening way.

      “You don’t even have your bones with you.”

      “I’ll use Jilli’s,” Rhoa said. “I don’t need my own bones to beat you.”

      “Well, I was just going to leave. I haven’t eaten lunch yet.” He turned away.

      Rhoa chided, “You don’t have to play me if you’re afraid.”

      Rickard stopped, his back stiff. When he turned, his expression had darkened, his lips flattened into a line. “Fine. Let’s play. I won, so I go first.” Kneeling, he held his knucklebones before him. “No sweeps.”

      He tossed the bones up, his hand shifting beneath them as they tumbled. Only two of five landed on the ground, the remainder captured on the back of his hand. A murmur ran through the crowd. It was the best opening toss Rhoa had seen from Rickard.

      Rickard picked one of the bones he had caught. “Here’s my taw.”

      He tossed the taw into the air, scooped one of the two bones off the ground, and caught the taw.

      “Twos.”

      Rickard held the taw in one hand and tossed the other four. They fell into a close grouping, making for another easy turn of collecting two bones with each throw.

      “Threes,” the boy said before tossing the four bones into the air.

      Three bones landed in a clump, while the fourth bounced two feet away. Rickard tossed his taw upward, scooped up the cluster of three bones, and caught the taw. He followed by effortlessly collecting the last bone with his next toss.

      “Fours,” Rickard said with a grin.

      It was a good turn, and Rhoa began to worry. She didn’t have a copper to pay him if she lost.

      The boy tossed the four bones, which landed to settle in a circle about a foot in diameter. Rickard took a deep breath and tossed his taw up, higher than his prior turns. He scooped up one, two, three, but missed the fourth bone before snatching the taw just inches from the street.

      “Ooo,” the crowd responded.

      Judging by their reactions, Rhoa thought Rickard had the game won.

      Rickard stood, not attempting to restrain his grin. “I made it to fours, with three collected cleanly. You’ll have to step up your game if you plan to win, twerp.”

      Rhoa pursed her lips, her eyes narrowing as she stared at the boy. He is so full of himself, she thought. I’d like to shove the bones up his nose. She grinned at the thought.

      Jilli handed Rhoa her knucklebones. Rhoa squatted and tossed five bones into the air, her eyes tracking each, her hand shifting beneath them as they fell. The crowd of children released another “Ooo” when none hit the ground.

      “I go straight to twos.” She picked one of the bones from her hand and held it up. “Here’s my taw.”

      Rickard frowned and gave a brief nod. With four bones still on the back of her hand, Rhoa tossed them into the air. When they settled on the cobblestones, the bones rested in two nestled pairs. She grabbed the taw with her right hand, tossed it into the air, and scooped up two bones before catching the taw. With the tight grouping, she handily repeated the process for the last two bones.

      “Threes,” Rhoa tossed four bones up.

      The grouping was not as tight as the last, which was fine since she needed to avoid bumping the bone she wasn’t trying to capture. Rhoa threw her taw a bit higher, scooped up three bones, and caught the taw in the same hand. Gathering the final bone was as simple as taking a breath.

      “Fours,” Rhoa said, as Rickard’s expression darkened.

      She tossed the four bones up, but two of them collided, both scattering in opposite directions.

      A murmur ran through the crowd. Rickard laughed. “You’d better say a prayer to Gheald. You need a blessing of luck for this toss.”

      Rhoa ignored the boy as she stared at the bones, noting the location of each. “Back up. I’ll need extra room for this throw.”

      The children did as requested, the circle expanding. All fell still, every eye focused on the bones. Leaning forward, Rhoa placed her left palm on the street and bit her lip in determination. Her taw flew toward the sky, far higher than earlier throws. She scooped up the two tightly nestled bones before she stretched toward the third. After snatching the bone, she pivoted her body around her left hand, spinning and stretching to grab the fourth bone. Her eyes flicked up to locate the falling taw, and her hand flashed out to snatch it just inches from the street. With her fist squeezed tightly, she closed her eyes in a moment of relief.

      Rhoa stood and opened her hand, holding it out to reveal the five small bones resting on her palm. The children erupted with cheers and exclamations of disbelief. Rhoa’s friends patted her on the shoulders as she handed the bones back to Jilli.

      “I win, Rickard.” Rhoa held her palm toward him.

      With a grimace, Rickard placed the copper into her hand.

      “That was a wonderful throw, Rhoa,” a man’s voice came from behind her.

      Rhoa turned and grinned. “Salvon!”

      The old man smiled and sat on the edge of the fountain. “Did you think I forgot about you children?”

      “It’s been an entire season since we last saw you,” Honey said.

      The man set his lute on his lap. “Yes. I traveled to Pallanar for a stretch. Summers there are quite pleasant, and I thought it best to go while the weather was on my side.”

      “What’s it like?” Jilli asked. “Does it truly snow in Pallanar?”

      Salvon chuckled. “Yes. Winter is quite cold there. When I was younger, I spent a number of winters in Illustan. However, these old bones react poorly to frigid temperatures, so I now avoid the ice, snow, and cold like the plague.”

      Rhoa knew little of Illustan save for one famous element. “Is it true? Do the walls of Illustan glow at night?”

      Salvon nodded. “Yes. They glow pale blue. It is a wondrous sight.”

      “And the sky?”

      “The evening sky in the summer spins and dances with colored lights. If you travel farther south, to Hellman’s End, the sky remains illuminated throughout the night, and the lights above are mesmerizing.” He ran his hand down his long beard, tugging at it. “Winter is another story altogether. So far south, the shortest days will see the sun only an hour or two before it sets.”

      The idea of traveling the world tantalized Rhoa. She had never seen anything other than Fastella. Stories of other places stirred her imagination, but the pictures in her mind’s eye lacked the perspective of reality. The results were murky, ill-formed scenes. She longed to see them herself and fill her head with something real.

      “Tell us a story about winter – a tale of snow and ice,” Jilli said excitedly.

      Like Rhoa, most of the children had never seen snow.

      “Well, let’s see…” Salvon gazed toward the sky in contemplation while tugging at his beard. His eyes lit up. “I know. Have I ever told you children the tale of Farwen Lagmar and the Hidden Valley?”

      “No, Salvon,” Rhoa said as others echoed the same.

      “Ahh.” The old man nodded. “This is a story from long ago, during the Second Age, an age of wonder, an age of magical beasts. In those days, there was no Pallanar. Back then, the land extended thousands of miles to the north, reaching the top of the world. A Maker named Farwen Lagmar lived in the great city of Galfhadden in the distant north.”

      “Galfhadden?” Rickard said, his tone doubtful. “There are only eight great cities, and that isn’t one of them.”

      Rhoa frowned at the boy.

      “This story takes place during the Second Age,” Salvon explained. “The great cities of old are all lost to us, drowned when the seas claimed the lowlands.”

      The man opened his mouth to say more and stopped, gazing beyond the children. Rhoa and the others turned to see what had captured the storyteller’s attention.

      A squad of soldiers in gold-tinted armor and dark purple capes marched across the square.

      “Taladain’s Dogs,” Rickard said.

      It was the nickname for the Indigo Hounds, Lord Taladain’s personal army. The sight of them filled Rhoa with fear. There were stories of the Hounds, none of them pleasant. Those stories fueled her nightmares.

      “Where are they going?” Honey asked.

      “The full eclipse comes soon,” Salvon said.

      Rhoa gasped. “The lottery.”

      She watched the squad walk toward her own street, wondering if the lottery was set for Fastella this time around. It had been a few years since a family in Fastella had been chosen.

      The guards stopped outside Rhoa’s father’s shop. Her heart skipped a beat.

      “No.” The word slipped from her lips without her knowing it.

      Five guards entered the shop, disappearing, while the others formed a wall around the doorway. Rhoa bit her lip as a tear tracked down her cheek.

      This cannot be happening.

      Moments passed before two guards emerged, her mother between them. She was bound, her hair disheveled, her tunic torn open and exposing far more skin than was appropriate. Burrock, the captain of the guard, came out next, his face grim. Behind him, the last two guards followed, holding Rhoa’s father by the arms. His face was bloody, head hanging, toes of his boots dragging across the cobblestones.

      “No!” Rhoa screamed and jumped up to run toward her parents.

      Salvon grabbed her, his arms wrapping about her, spinning her around to shield her from sight. With is hand over her mouth, he whispered into her ear, “Quiet. You must remain quiet. You cannot save them.”

      She pulled his cloak aside until she could again see her parents, locking eyes with her mother. The woman stopped resisting, shook her head, and turned away, but not before the guards noticed. Two soldiers broke from the group, their gazes sweeping across the square.

      Salvon turned again, hiding Rhoa with his cloak while her mother screamed, the woman begging the men to let her go. Tears blurred Rhoa’s vision, poured down her face, and ran across the back of the hand over her mouth. The sense of loss tore her apart.

      There was no hope. She could not save them. The life she had known was over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            23

          

          

      

    

    







            Fastella

          

        

      

    

    
      Rhoa chewed on her last bite of roast and potatoes, her eyes flicking to Salvon. He had been staring at her for much of the meal.

      “I cannot believe so much time has passed,” the old man said. “You have grown into such a lovely young woman.”

      After wiping the grease from her mouth with the back of her sleeve, she said, “Thank you for dinner. I was hungry enough to eat a cow.”

      Salvon grinned. “So I noticed.” He shook his head. “No need to thank me for the food. Horton, the owner of the inn, agreed to feed you. I did him a favor by remaining an extra night, so he owed me that much.” Salvon leaned close, his eyes gleaming beneath his bushy brows. “They love me here. For five nights, I have had this room packed with locals and travelers.”

      Jace was leaning back in his chair, nursing a tall tankard of ale. He had eaten even faster than Rhoa. “They come to hear you tell stories?”

      “I am not just a storyteller,” Salvon replied. “I am the best storyteller across the eight wizardoms.”

      A snort came from Jace. “I see you don’t lack for confidence, but how can you prove such a statement? Was there some storyteller championship I don’t know about? Did you earn a medal or something?”

      Salvon’s grin faded into his beard. “A doubter, I see. Do you believe in anything?”

      “I believe in what I can see and what I can touch.”

      The old man arched a brow, making Rhoa wonder if it took effort to lift such a weight. “What of the gods? What of the Makers or dragons?”

      Jace laughed. “Stories, old man. Those things are all just stories. I live in the real world. Why would I worry about myths, legends, or tales of long ago?”

      Salvon glanced over at Rawk, who was turned away from the torchlight. “Perhaps you don’t know all there is to know. From my experience, even the most outrageous stories are rooted in truth. The trick is to discern the embellishment from the facts. A good storyteller knows how to weave both together until the listener cannot tell which is which because they are so captivated by the telling.”

      “You aren’t likely to trick me old man, so don’t bother.”

      Having had enough of the exchange, Rhoa put her hand on Salvon’s, drawing his attention. “How is it you are still alive? You were dying when I last saw you ten years ago.”

      Salvon ran his hand down his face, appearing weary. “Yes. It appeared I was short for this world. When I left you with Stanlin, I departed for the one place I hoped to find a cure for my malady. I set out to find the Seers of Kelmar.”

      Even Jace gasped at the man’s statement. “The witches?”

      Rhoa had heard stories of the Seers, and none were good. “Did you find them?”

      “It took some time, but yes, I did.”

      “What happened?”

      “What happened is I spent the next eight years in the catacombs of Kelmar. The Seers possess magic unlike wizards. While not as impressive, their magic is effective nonetheless. With it, they healed my body, but the process was slow due to the nature of my disease. Healing a body that is killing itself is no minor feat.”

      Rhoa thought of the time that had passed and how she had changed during those years. Yet he appeared no different. “You look as if you haven’t aged a day. In fact, you might be more spry than the last time I saw you.”

      He shrugged. “Old is old, my dear, and I happen to be older than almost anyone.”

      Jace set his mug down. “The stories about the witches… Is there any truth to them?”

      “They prefer the term Seer,” said Salvon. “As for stories, it depends on which tales you know.”

      “Can they predict the future?”

      “That is a difficult question to answer. Prophecy is not a frivolous thing, intended for the unlearned or those who haven’t been taught the theories of interpretation.”

      “You sound like someone who is avoiding the answer.”

      Salvon grinned. “I am.” His grin faded as he ran his hand down his beard. “You must know, prophecy is about possibility. The future is not predetermined, and the outcome of any event is influenced by the actions of people. The intention of prophecy is twofold. It can serve as a warning, and it can serve as a guide. To avoid an undesirable outcome or to achieve a desirable one, a person can follow a prophecy and act to influence events. Doing so will affect the path of destiny.”

      Jace stared at the man, leaned back, and shook his head. “Thank you for the biggest load of gibberish I have ever heard.”

      The old man chuckled. “Now you know why prophecy must be studied for years before one is properly trained to interpret it. Destiny is not something you should meddle with unless proper precautions are taken and you consider all repercussions.”

      “I am sorry I asked.” Jace finished his ale and waved to the barmaid.

      Salvon turned to Rhoa, his eyes reflecting concern. “What are you doing here? Did life in the menagerie not suit you?”

      Rhoa glanced toward Rawk. He had remained quiet, even after finishing his food. She hoped he wouldn’t say anything to reveal her plans. Of Jace, she had no concern. Thieves who could not keep secrets wouldn’t live to be his age.

      “I recently left the troupe. It was a good life, but I have decided to return to Fastella.”

      Salvon turned toward Jace, then Rawk. “And these other two?”

      “Rawk was a performer in the troupe, and he is my friend. He decided it was time for a change, as well, and wanted to see Fastella.”

      Rhoa grasped for something to say about Jace but could think of nothing to explain his presence.

      Jace answered, saving her. “I met Rhoa at Starmuth and happened to be traveling the same direction. We are simply traveling together. It’s safer that way.” He leaned forward and whispered, “You never know if thieves or bandits might be about.”

      Unable to stop herself, Rhoa snorted.

      Salvon raised one bushy brow. “I see.” He turned to Rhoa. “I happen to be headed to Fastella myself. I have my cart and a new horse. Alas, old Jibbers died six years back. Anyway, if you’d like, you can ride with me. It would be nice to have someone to talk to during the journey.”

      With her feet, legs, and back sore after the thirty-mile walk from Starmuth, the thought of sitting for the remainder of the trip brought a smile to Rhoa’s face.

      “We would love to join you, Salvon.”

      The barmaid set another tankard of ale before Jace, grabbing the empty one before turning away. Jace lifted it to his lips, then paused. “This won’t cost us anything, right?”

      Irritated, Rhoa growled, “Not everyone requires payment, Jace. Some of us have goodness in our hearts and are willing to help others out of kindness.”

      He took a drink and wiped foam from his lips. “Yes, I am aware. Those people are doomed. I prefer the life of a hunter over that of prey.”

      Rhoa wanted to bury her fist in his face, but held back.

      “If you don’t mind,” Salvon said, breaking the tension. “I have a room here with an extra bed. Rhoa could sleep there, if you two men don’t mind sleeping on the floor. You would have a roof for the night.” Salvon smiled. “It will cost you nothing.”

      Jace shook his head. “You are a chump, aren’t you?”

      With a sigh, Rhoa let his comment go. “Again, you are very kind, Salvon. Rawk, are you fine with sleeping on the floor?”

      Rawk shrugged. “Better than sleeping on the ground.”

      “Excellent,” Salvon said. “I suggest we retire for the evening. I plan to leave at first light.”
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      Jabbers, Salvon’s new horse, moved as languidly as his old one. The small, two-wheeled cart rolled down the road no faster than if Rhoa were walking. While she was thankful to sit and appreciated Salvon’s stories, she could not imagine a slower means of travel. Worse, Jace reminded her of the methodical pace numerous times an hour, making the morning pass as slowly as the countryside.

      Farms, trees, fields, and hills slipped past the cart as they traveled north. The sun rose into the sky until half of it was blocked by the moon. The partial eclipse lasted around ten minutes, casting a reddish haze over the land until the sun continued toward its apex and returned to its full glory.

      Over the next week, the eclipses would increase in fullness until reaching a total Darkening and, with it, the Immolation – the one thing Rhoa despised more than Taladain himself. The logical side of her knew the ritual had existed before Taladain, and it would likely continue after the man was dead. Still, her greatest desire was to see it end.

      The horse came to a rise and trudged uphill. Rhoa hopped out of the cart and walked, thinking to lighten the load. Rawk did the same, which was not unexpected. He often mirrored the things she did. It was annoying at first, but she had come to realize the Maker was unsure of what the world expected from him. Following her lead was simply a means for him to blend in.

      Jace remained in the back of the wagon, chewing on a stick of dried meat. “You finally decided walking is faster, I see.”

      “No,” Rhoa replied. “We are walking out of courtesy to Jabbers.”

      “Huh,” he grunted. “I’m wondering how much farther the horse can go before he falls over, dead.”

      “Shh,” Salvon said over his shoulder. “You’ll hurt his feelings. If you upset him, it’ll take hours to talk him into pulling the cart again.”

      Jace rolled his eyes at the statement. Rhoa smiled. A decade may have passed, but Salvon had not changed.

      At the end of the day, they reached another small village. Salvon performed his magic, entertaining a room full of drunken locals for hours and earning them all a room to share for the evening. The next morning, they departed at first light.

      The countryside changed, the woods thickening as the sound of running water rose above the creaking wheels and clopping hooves. The trees to the west parted, and Rhoa noticed the road drawing parallel to a rushing river, the rapids thick with white foam. Fastella River ran from the inland mountains to the bay outside the city of the same name. The cart and the road followed the river north, the river gradually growing wider.

      By the time the great city of Fastella appeared through the trees along the road, the sun had dipped below the horizon. The view expanded to reveal a city built on an island, splitting the river before it emptied into the sea to the northeast. A pair of arched bridges connected the city to the mainland, one arch over each leg of the river. Like the city itself, they were engineering marvels, remnants from the Makers. Men had studied the bridges for centuries but had yet to determine how they had been constructed.

      Similar to the bridges, the tall city walls were so pale, they were nearly white, giving the city an innocent appearance. Rhoa knew better. Here and there, spires, towers, and turrets peered above the city walls. At the heart of it all was the palace, the center of power for Ghealdor. Somewhere inside, Lord Taladain waited.
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        * * *

      

      Despaldi stood on a hilltop just outside of Starmuth, his hands clasped behind his back as he watched the road below. A trail of bright, boxy wagons headed toward Lionne. The menagerie had attempted a few shows after he and his men paid them a visit. Apparently, neither performance had gone well. After an exhaustive search, followed by less-than-gentle interrogation, Despaldi had discovered the girl who had stolen the amulet was the centerpiece of the show.

      Even with his broken arm and bruised face, Stanlin had attempted to salvage something of the menagerie’s stay at Starmuth, but fewer people came to each performance. It was not surprising when Despaldi woke to find the menagerie tent down and the troupe packing up. Still, he felt no pity toward them. If they had complied with his inquiry, nobody would have been hurt and the girl would still be part of the show. By now, she was either dead or nearing Fastella.

      A trail of dust arose from the road below, stirred by a man riding at a gallop. Where the road split, the horse entered the trees, toward the hilltop where Despaldi and his men were camped.

      “Finally,” he muttered, turning and walking toward his tent.

      Moments after he had stopped beside his tent, the rider appeared, coming around a bend in the trail. The rider reined in his mount, the horse settling beside others on the grassy knoll, and dismounted. After tying the horse to a tree, he walked toward Despaldi, straightening his coat and collar on the way. His soldiers all knew his penchant for details, which included appearance. This man had shed his Midnight Guard armor to avoid unwanted attention, but not wearing a uniform was no reason to appear like a slob.

      Lieutenant Garvin stopped before Despaldi and thumped his fist to his chest. “Reporting, Captain.”

      “I pray you have something of interest, Garvin.”

      “I do,” Garvin said. “After visiting every inn and tavern in Starmuth and finding nothing of Landish, I decided to give it another go. When I returned to The Gilded Goose, I happened upon the stable hand, who wasn’t there the day we first visited. Apparently, this young man had gotten drunk and was passed out in the hay loft while we were questioning the others. When I cornered him and described Landish, the stable hand remembered him because the horse he had stored at the stable was still there and nobody had seen the owner in days.”

      Despaldi nodded. “I had assumed as much. Landish was here and has left the city, likely with the amulet.”

      “What of the girl?”

      “The amulet is all that matters. The girl is likely dead at the hands of the thief. Regardless, he is in Fastella by now.”

      “Will we pursue him?”

      “No. My orders were to find the amulet and carry out the deed. If Landish were to arrive in Fastella with the amulet first, we were to let him carry out his plan – or make the attempt.”

      “What now, Captain?”

      Despaldi turned and gazed toward Starmuth and the sea beyond the city, considering his next step. “We will strike camp and return to the garrison.” He turned toward Garvin. “You, however, will remain here. Check into the inn and watch for Landish to return. Also, pay heed to what occurs in the city. Should Landish appear, follow him. Should anything odd happen in Starmuth, ride hard to the garrison with a report.”

      “What do you suspect?”

      “I won’t hazard a guess, but if Landish is successful and Taladain is dead, something will occur. A man with the power of a god cannot pass without some impact to his wizardom.”

      “Very well, sir.” Garvin gave another salute. “I’ll pack my things and head to the inn.”

      Despaldi turned and gazed toward the city one last time. He had been close to retrieving the amulet. Had he been the one to kill Taladain, it would have been a boost to his career, likely earning him a duchy at the least, perhaps something even greater.

      I’ll just have to settle for killing Landish. The thought brought a smile to his face.

      He spun and announced in a loud voice, “Attention! It is time to pack up. We move out within the hour. We will return to the garrison and prepare for what comes next.”
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      Silver-streaked gulls soared overhead, circling the ship and diving into the sea. Moments later, one of the alabaster birds would surface, a fish in its beak. Narine watched them while holding tight to the starboard rail, the ship tilted at an angle with the wind pushing against the sails. Waves passed by at a steady pace as the ship sailed toward port, now mere miles ahead.

      Fastella’s pale walls stood over the docks where a river of the same name met the sea. Even in the full light of mid-day, the violet flame burning in the uppermost citadel tower remained visible. The sight stirred an odd blend of emotions, ranging from eagerness to dread. Eight years had passed since she had last walked those halls. The years away had changed her, shaped her from a spoiled princess with little awareness of the world into an educated woman, trained in the art of magic and possessing the talent to wield it.

      Despite the maturity and confidence gained over those years, she feared returning to her old home might result in regression. Would her father treat her any differently? Would he consider her an asset rather than a burden? More worrisome, she feared her brother might perceive her as a threat. She would need to walk a careful line to pacify one man without upsetting the other.

      Adyn appeared by her side, leaning against the rail, the wind blowing through her hair. Narine found herself jealous of Adyn’s short hair. The bodyguard had always preferred practicality over fashion. Narine did not have the same luxury.

      “How are you feeling?” Adyn asked, her voice raised above the rush of the sea flowing past the ship’s hull.

      “Much better today.”

      “Compared to the first day, you would have to be better. Only once before have I seen anyone vomit so many times in one day.” Adyn grinned while gesturing toward Narine. “You on our journey to Tiadd, eight years past.”

      “Yes. I had hoped I might outgrow my weak stomach.” Narine frowned at Adyn. “Why do you find humor in my misery?”

      Adyn grunted. “It’s not as if you have never laughed at my complaints of sore ribs or broken bones after sparring.”

      “Fair point.”

      Narine gazed over the water as the harbor drew nearer. Another ship sailed toward them, heading to their starboard side as it departed for another port. Sailors on the other ship’s deck performed their tasks with efficiency, tightening lines and scaling the rigging. At the rear, the captain stood on the quarterdeck, manning the helm. Narine wondered what it might be like to captain a ship. Even if she weren’t a princess, her stomach’s weakness to the sea would have made the job impossible.

      The ship crossed the breakers and sailed into the calm waters of Fastella harbor. Four long piers ran out from the island city where eight ships were docked, leaving half the slips open. Smaller docks ran along the shoreline, continuing around the bend where the river met the bay. Fishing boats and river vessels occupied those docks at night, but most were empty since the weather was pleasant and daylight plentiful.

      Sailors ran past her, some scrambling toward lines while others climbed the rigging. The sails were furled, and the ship slowed, drifting toward an open slip along one of the middle piers. Adyn tapped Narine on the shoulder and turned toward the stairs. The two women descended to their cabin, Adyn opening the door and entering first.

      Narine stepped in and furrowed her brow. “You packed my things?”

      Adyn shrugged while shoving items into her pack. “I thought it would be best if you were to remain on deck as much as possible.”

      Narine had spent most of her waking hours of the three-day trip on deck to limit her seasickness. Even then, it had been a trial.

      “Thank you,” Narine said.

      Adyn flashed a grin while strapping on her sword belt. “It’s nice to hear you say it.”

      “I have said it before.”

      “True, but rarely before your journey to Tiadd.”

      Narine blinked. “I… I never realized.”

      Adyn put a hand on Narine’s arm. “It’s not your fault. Growing up as a princess teaches you how to deal with gentry, not how to behave like a normal human.”

      “Oh, come on.” Narine did her best to sound wounded. “I was never so bad.”

      Adyn laughed. “Not that you noticed anyway.”

      Narine stored her travel cloak in a trunk and donned a purple cloak to replace it, thinking it would look good when paired with her dark yellow dress. Wearing Ghealdor colors for her return seemed appropriate.

      She slung her bag over her shoulder. “Are you ready?”

      Adyn nodded and opened the door. When they arrived back on deck, the ship was already secured to the dock with thick lines tied to the bow and the stern. A pair of sailors lowered the plank as Narine approached the rail. A man stood there, waiting. He was tall and dashing in a dark blue coat, buttons of gold glinting in the sunlight.

      “Captain Valdis,” Narine said.

      The man turned toward her and smoothed his thick mustache. “Princess Narine.” He bowed. “It was a pleasure having you aboard.”

      She gave him a half-smile beneath a raised brow. “You mean my gold was a pleasure. My presence was more about feeding the fish.”

      Valdis chuckled. “True. Still, a pretty lass such as yourself would have to do far more than toss chum into the sea for a sailor to regret having you as a passenger.”

      “Careful, Valdis,” Adyn said as her hand caressed the hilt of her sword.

      Narine elbowed her. “It was just a compliment.” She turned toward Valdis again. “Right, Captain?”

      “Oh, um… Yes. Of course.”

      “See,” Narine said in a smug tone as she noticed a group of soldiers coming down the pier. Dressed in purple cloaks and leather armor with gold-tinted plates, Narine knew them to be the Indigo Hounds, her father’s elite guard. They were trailed by four porters dressed in white vests and matching breeches. On their shoulders, the porters carried something Narine had not ridden since she had left the city.

      “Ah. My father has sent a palanquin.” Narine turned to Valdis. “I expect he will send porters for my trunks, as well. Be sure my things are brought up from my cabin and delivered to the palace.”

      “Very well, Your Highness.” Valdis gave her a bow.

      Adyn descended the plank, Narine following in a less graceful manner. At the fore of the approaching squad was a familiar face with an intense gaze and dark goatee framing a permanent scowl.

      “Captain Burrock,” Narine said, greeting the man.

      Burrock dipped his shaved head in deference. “Your Highness.” His dark eyes flicked to the woman at her side. “Adyn. Welcome home. I trust you two are well?”

      “Well enough to take you down, Garran.”

      Burrock grunted, giving Adyn a challenging glare. “Do you honestly believe you are prepared to face me?”

      “I am not a little girl any longer. I have trained against and defeated men more skilled than you.”

      “Training?” His tone was dismissive. “Sparring and duels are not the same as fighting for your life. Have you even killed anyone?”

      Adyn’s face darkened, and Narine rushed to intercede. “I, for one, am thankful to have my feet returned to firm footing.”

      The man continued to glare at Adyn for a stretch before turning to Narine. “The journey did not sit well with you, Princess?”

      “It did not.” Narine’s hand went to her midriff. “My stomach’s disposition toward the waves is less than accepting. In fact, it feels as if I am still on the rolling sea.”

      “The feeling will soon pass.”

      “How are things in Fastella?” Her voice lowered as she looked him in the eye. “How is my father?”

      “You will see him soon, so I will allow you to form your own opinion. First, we are to escort you back to the palace.” He gestured toward the palanquin. “Your ride is waiting.”

      Adyn walked past Burrock, giving him a sidelong glance. Narine feared she would continue to challenge the man at every turn, wishing to prove herself. Yes, he had beaten Adyn plenty while she was growing up, but that was the way of things. Bodyguards had to be tough, able to endure as much pain as they dealt.

      Following Adyn, Narine walked through the two columns of soldiers, every one of them tall and powerfully built. Sunlight glinted off the gold-tinted plates of their armor. Their eyes remained focused straight ahead, above Narine’s height.

      When she reached the palanquin, a porter pulled the curtain aside and she ducked in. The cushioned floor was soft, the pillows inviting. She leaned back as Adyn stepped in and sat across from her. The porters lifted the palanquin and began their trek back into the city. As they walked down the pier, the soldiers marched by to take the lead.

      In years past, Narine peered through the curtains during palanquin rides so she could see the people of Fastella. It had been fascinating to catch glimpses of the daily lives of the ungifted. When people noticed her in the palanquin, they would point, gape, and whisper. As a young teen, she had enjoyed the attention.

      I was a silly girl, she thought and wondered how much of that girl remained. If anything, it was buried beneath mounting anxiety.

      Her stay at the University had forced Narine to leave her privileged past behind. Other than having an apartment in the uppermost floor of the women’s tower, she had been treated the same as any other student. In the beginning, she had struggled. Failure had stirred her to rebel, and her rebellion had brought punishment. Once sufficiently humbled, she learned to focus and apply herself as her instructors expected. Eventually, her power grew stronger, as did her desire to succeed. By the third year, she was among the most promising females in the University, her raw power rivalling many of the males, save for energy constructs and physical manipulation. Destructive magic was an area where wizards far outpaced wizardesses. She recalled a statement once made by Wizardess Hildama in private.

      “Men and destruction… Someday, they might break the world with their thirst for power.”

      The comment had caused Narine to shudder.

      Refocusing to settle her nerves, Narine imagined the six basic constructs, one at a time. All uses for magic were based on variations of those constructs. The key was to properly form the construct in your mind before applying the magic. Narine had known three variations of a single construct when she had first journeyed to Tiadd. She now knew many uses for each, dozens for some. In her mind, she formed one after another, naming each and its use.

      Before she knew it, the palanquin stopped and was set onto the ground, jostling her from her musings. She reached out to draw the curtain back.

      Adyn’s hand flashed out and clamped around Narine’s wrist. “You know the rules.”

      Narine sighed. “You go first.”

      “Don’t sigh at me. I’m the one keeping you alive.”

      “You do know I am a master wizardess now, right?”

      “What good will it do against an arrow? How about a knife in the back? A poisoned blade?”

      Narine bit off her reply. “Fine.”

      Adyn grinned. “I love you, too.”

      She then pulled the curtain aside and stepped out, her gaze sweeping the area before extending a hand toward the palanquin. Taking it, Narine climbed out. A welcome party of Mistress Shavon, Master Ruthers, and two servants waited.

      “Welcome home, Your Highness,” Ruthers said in his formal, nasally tone.

      Shavon pushed past the man to meet Narine, taking both her hands. The old woman smiled broadly as she examined her. “My, Narine. How you have grown. You left here a girl and have returned a woman.” She leaned closer, tilting her head and whispering, “A quite comely woman, I might add.”

      Narine’s cheeks grew flush. “Thank you, Mistress.”

      “Now, come along.” Shavon pulled her forward. “You have been traveling and are in need of a good bath.” She pointed toward Adyn. “The both of you.” Her tone left no room for argument. “The noses of those who frequent the palace are too delicate for unwashed bodies, and you two are offending in your current state.”

      Somehow, Narine’s cheeks grew hotter. She might be a princess and among the most skilled wizardesses in Ghealdor, but it seemed as if she were again a twelve-year-old girl. Shavon had always been able to boss her way through things, forcing others to bend to her will, without regard to their station. Without a word of complaint, Narine allowed the woman to drag her down the corridor, toward the baths. Glancing backward, she saw Adyn trailing, shaking her head. Some things never changed.
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        * * *

      

      Wearing a fresh shift, Narine stood in her room, sorting through her expansive wardrobe. She had to admit, it felt good to be clean. Dousing herself with perfume had helped, but by the third day on the ship, the odor of sweat had grown too powerful to be ignored. Adyn, on the other hand, seldom broke a sweat and could go as long as a week before her aroma drove Narine to demand she take a bath.

      It isn’t fair, Narine thought. I’m the princess. My body should be above such things.

      She pulled out another dress, the eighth one she would try. This one was pale blue. Not her favorite color, but she was running out of options. Pulling it over her head, she struggled to get the waist past her chest, inhaling deeply while pulling down. The dress slipped past and she breathed out, turning her back to Adyn.

      “Buttons, please,” Narine said over her shoulder.

      “Perhaps we should see a tailor.”

      “I can’t have outgrown all of them.”

      “Not all. Not the ones you purchased in Tiadd.”

      Narine turned toward her with a glare. “You’re not helping.”

      Adyn chuckled. “I’m not the one with a swollen chest and rounded hips.”

      “Just button me up.”

      The bodice tightened as Adyn worked the buttons. It was snug, but she could breathe. A look in the mirror revealed a tight fit but without the bulging that occurred with prior attempts.

      It will do, Narine thought with a nod.

      After running a brush through her damp hair one last time, she tied it back with a ribbon and turned toward Adyn, who leaned against the wall with feigned patience. Her hair was dry, her complexion perfect, even without rouge.

      She does nothing and looks amazing. Narine chastised herself for being petty.

      “I’m ready.”

      “Good.” Adyn pushed away from the wall and turned to the door. “Because it’s time for dinner. Delay too long and we’ll have to wait until after Devotion.”

      Narine followed Adyn out the door and down the corridor. A guard on patrol bowed as she walked past. After years of being treated like anyone else while at Tiadd, the deference felt odd, from the bowing to the titles to the ride in the palanquin. She had put little thought into those things when she was younger, having grown up in such an environment.

      Do I deserve such treatment? Have I ever done anything of import?

      Adyn led Narine up a flight of stairs and to a room with double doors, both closed. A guard stood outside the door, along with Master Ruthers. As usual, the head of the palace staff was finely dressed, his graying hair slicked back without a single strand out of place. His mustache was waxed and curled at the ends, and circular spectacles enhanced his serious demeanor.

      “Princess.” He bowed. “Your father is inside, awaiting your arrival. Dinner will be served shortly.”

      “Thank you, Ruthers,” Narine said as the man opened the door and stepped aside.

      The interior was dark with only a handful of candles lighting the large, open space. A long table dressed with white cloth stood to one side, all eight wicks of the candelabra burning. To the other side was an occupied sitting area with her father, dressed in purple robes, as always, relaxing on a sofa with a blonde woman to either side of him. Two more women sat on chairs in the area. All were provocatively dressed, their hair down, shoulders bare, tight corsets covering their torsos but leaving plenty of skin exposed. Two of the courtesans were only a few years older than Narine.

      A particularly striking blonde fed Taladain grapes, popping them into his mouth and giggling. The sight was not unfamiliar, but Narine now found it far more disgusting than she had in the past.

      She stopped a few strides from her father and curtsied. “Hello, Father.”

      The man sat forward, eyes narrowing. As far back as Narine could recall, his beard had always been a mixture of gray and brown. However, his eyebrows appeared even bushier than she remembered. His gaze was cold, dark eyes lacking any spark of emotion.

      “Narine?”

      “Yes, Father. I have returned from Tiadd.”

      A drawn-out moment of silence followed, his gaze measuring her. “You have changed. You look…so much like her.”

      Her entire life, Narine had been told she resembled her mother – a woman she had never known. “Well, eight years have passed. I was only fifteen when I left.”

      His brow arched. “So long?” He shook his head. “At my age, the years become a blur, passing in moments.”

      He seems sad, Narine thought.

      His tone changed, sharpening to a command. “Leave us.” He waved his hand toward the door. “I would eat alone with my daughter.”

      The women surrounding Taladain stood and crossed the room. Narine noticed their skirts – tight, form-fitting, and barely reaching their knees. They were even worse than the corsets.

      Scandalous, she thought.

      Her gaze met Adyn’s, who stood near the door with an arched brow. Narine gave a brief nod, and Adyn slipped out and into the corridor.

      Swallowing to wet her dry throat, Narine gathered her resolve and forged ahead. “I passed the Trial, Father. I am a master wizardess. Some say among the strongest women in decades.”

      “Very good,” he said with a nod, those two words giving her a sense of satisfaction. It was the closest thing to a compliment she could expect from the man.

      Taladain stood with a groan and walked toward the table, his hand holding his lower back. “In only eight years, as well. I could use such power to further secure my position.”

      Taladain had always seemed so robust, his presence overbearing. She sensed none of that now.

      “Are you well, Father?”

      He waved her away. “It is nothing. The years wear on the body. It gets worse late in the day…until Devotion.”

      She followed him and sat at the table, taking the chair to his right. A dozen other chairs remained empty, the room falling eerily quiet until he spoke.

      “I feel trapped.”

      “What?” she asked, confused.

      “I live the same day over and over with little difference from one to the next, never leaving the palace, let alone the city.”

      “You rule all of Ghealdor. You can leave anytime you like.”

      He sneered at her and snapped, “You know nothing of the Gheald’s power.” The volume in which he spoke rose, his voice filling with fire. “As the day wanes, I ache for Devotion to begin, the rapture far surpassing all else. Without that bliss, life is a barren wasteland. Yes, the power remains within me throughout the evening and the following day, waiting to be wielded, but those moments during Devotion are the pinnacle of my existence.” He shook his head and fell back into his chair, his voice dropping to a whisper. “To leave the city and miss even one night is unthinkable.”

      He stared into space, appearing sad and old, as if the years suddenly grew heavier than he could bear.

      Narine knew her father never left the city, but she had never given it much consideration. Judging by his tirade, the position of wizard lord came with shackles she had never expected. If the thrill of Devotion is as consuming as he described, what has it done to his soul? The question made her shudder.

      Another thought came to her, something that had troubled her the moment she had entered the room. Drawing on her resolve, she dared voice another subject likely to draw his ire.

      “Why do you surround yourself with those women?” Narine leaned forward and put her hand on his. “Mother has been gone for many years. Perhaps it is time to find someone else, someone who cares for you.”

      Do you have love in your heart any longer?

      Rather than stirring anger, his sadness grew more apparent, the look in his eyes reflecting great loss. “Your mother was the last.” He shook his head. “I cannot do it again. I cannot bear to lose another wife, nor another child. I have suffered many lifetimes of loss. I have no more love to give.”

      She frowned at his last statement and tried to puzzle it out.

      The man had married eight times, sometimes waiting decades after the death of one wife before taking another. His children had also come and gone. When Narine was young, she had asked him about the brothers and sisters she would never know. The man had told her to focus on the living and to never ask again.

      Among dozens, only one sibling remained – one of a different mother.

      “Where is Eldalain?”

      Her father blinked, as if returning from some distant memory. “What? Oh, yes. I gave your brother a task some time ago. He is in Westhold.”

      “Westhold? Why not just have High Wizard Fordham handle it?”

      “Because,” a voice came from behind her, “Fordham was the reason for my mission.”

      Narine turned to find Eldalain standing in the doorway. He had aged, and his beard, previously close-cropped, now reached his chest. The man’s eyes, however, were the same – dark, sunken, and brooding. Those eyes made her want to shy away.

      Eldalain approached and lifted the sack in his hand, tossing it onto the table. Narine gasped when she realized it was blood-soaked.

      “What is that?” she asked, her hand covering her mouth.

      “Fordham’s head.”

      “Oh, dear Gheald.” She turned toward Eldalain, aghast. “Why?”

      Her father replied. “A few months back, I discovered a plot to unseat me. Fordham sought to take my place.” Taladain nodded toward Eldalain. “I sent your brother to handle it. Yes, Fordham had his uses, but the power accompanying his position apparently fed his aspirations rather than sating them. He drained his city’s coffers to fund his plot. When I caught wind of it, I knew it had to end immediately or risk others joining his cause. Worse, I could not have them thinking I am vulnerable to another attempt.”

      Eldalain sat with a heavy sigh. “I am exhausted from the journey.”

      Hands clapped, and Master Ruthers stepped in, followed by servants with carafes of wine and water, as well as trays of food.

      “Dinner is served,” Ruthers announced.

      “Wonderful,” Eldalain said. “I am famished.”

      Narine continued to stare at the blood-soaked sack on the table, horrified.

      Eating was the furthest thing from her mind.
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      The sight of Fastella left Jace with mixed emotions. For twenty-one years, the city had been the only home he had known…if you could call it a home. He had never known his father, and his mother had grown ill when he was nine. Three months later, she was gone. Alone, he lived on the streets, forced to adapt or die. His memories of life in Fastella were both good and bad, his departure abrupt.

      Similar to Marquithe, the walls of Fastella stood a hundred feet tall, the gate’s maw large enough to sail a ship through. Salvon’s cart rode through the opening as the sun met the western horizon.

      Once they were inside, the city seemed the same as it always had. Seven years may have passed outside the walls, but from what Jace saw, nothing had changed inside them. The streets were a bustle of wagons, carts, and people on foot, all heading in different directions. At the first corner, a beggar in rags played a game with three cups and a nut, taking bets from passersby as he challenged them to find the nut. I see Landis is still at it, Jace thought. The man was adept at sleight of hand and made a better living than his appearance might lead one to believe. The sight of the street hustler working the same game at the same corner brought Jace a sense of comfort. Truly, nothing had changed.

      The cart continued down Gheald Street – a broad thoroughfare leading to the heart of the city where the temple and palace loomed. Sighting the palace sparked a flicker of doubt as Jace recalled his contract, which suddenly became all too real, despite its unbelievable nature.

      I will find a way.

      At the third intersection, Salvon turned the cart onto a narrow side street. Three soldiers on horseback rode past, their purple capes draped over their backs, the iconic dog-shaped helmets on their heads. Over years past, Jace had a number of run-ins with the city guard but had only been arrested once. He was young at the time, and it had been a lesson well-learned. Not to stop stealing, but to avoid getting caught.

      The cart turned into an alley barely wide enough for a full-sized wagon. Salvon drew the horse to a halt and climbed down. A middle-aged man with a shock of platinum-blond hair emerged from the stable. The man was big and shirtless. He wore loose trousers held up by suspenders, the trouser legs ending short of his bare ankles and shoeless feet.

      “Oh. Master Salvon.” The big man grinned. “It’s you.”

      “Are you sure, Hal?”

      The man’s grin faltered. He leaned close, eyes narrowed. “I think so. You look like Salvon. The cart looks like Salvon’s cart. But the horse is different.” Hal frowned. “What happened to Jibbers?”

      “I have sad news, Hal. Jibbers died.”

      “Oh no.” Hal shook his head in an exaggerated manner. “So, so sad.”

      Salvon patted the horse’s neck. “Meet Jabbers. He is my new horse and is even faster than Jibbers.”

      Jace burst out laughing and leaned close to Rhoa. “If this horse is faster, Jibbers must have walked in reverse.”

      Rhoa chuckled. “Not far from the truth.”

      “Does Breida have anyone performing tonight?”

      Hal turned toward the inn. “Hmm… A woman sang here days ago but nobody since. At least none I seen.”

      Salvon patted Hal’s shoulder. “In that case, will you care for Jabbers while I go speak with Breida?”

      Hal smiled. “Yessir.”

      “Come along.” Salvon waved them in.
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      Rhoa stepped inside the inn and followed Salvon past a stone stairwell, two closed doors, and the kitchen before emerging into a taproom. She recalled her first visit to the inn years ago. In reality, little had changed, but the building seemed smaller than it had when she was nine.

      Similar to the rest of the city, The Thirsty Goat Inn occupied a grand building, built with impeccable craftsmanship, oversized doors, and high ceilings common to any Maker-built structure. The original walls were made of the same pale stone as the rest of the city, the seams almost impossible to detect. Newer walls built from wood existed inside the inn. Those had been added by man to alter the building for a purpose. In this case, the bar and the wall behind it were man-made and ran the length of the taproom. Along the front of the building, tall, arched windows faced the busy street. Two stories above the dining area was a high ceiling with exposed beams, as well as a second-story loft with dark wooden rails. Tables, chairs, and barstools filled the room, many of them occupied. At the far end, logs burned in a massive fireplace, the hearth an arched opening as tall as Rhoa. It was here where Salvon had brought her after her parents were taken by the city guard. The memory brought a wave of sadness.

      Salvon spoke with Breida, the middle-aged woman standing behind the bar. Much as Rhoa remembered her, Breida was a heavy-set woman with broad hips and a chest ready to burst from her corset. Other than the gray in her braided hair and lines around her eyes, she had changed little. Her sharp eyes flicked from Salvon to the others and back as she spoke with the man. Since Rhoa was only a child when Breida had last seen her, she wondered if the woman would even recognize her.

      Salvon returned, holding his hand out toward Rhoa.

      “Here are two keys, both for rooms on the third floor. Take the smaller room for yourself.” Salvon pointed toward Rawk and Jace. “You two will stay with me for now. Breida promised us a few days, but we might lose the larger room if a paying customer wishes to rent it.”

      Rhoa heard Jace mutter something unsavory and gave him a glare as she spoke over him. “Thank you, Salvon. It is very kind of you to share your room.”

      “It is my pleasure, my dear,” Salvon said with a tilt of his head. He handed his bag to Rawk but kept his lute. “You three go on and put our things away. When you are finished, come down and Breida will have some food sent your way.”

      The old man spun around as Rhoa turned toward the stairs. “You heard him,” she said over her shoulder. “Let’s get rid of this stuff so we can eat.”

      She led them up to the third floor. There were two doors in the hallway, both closed. Using the key, she opened the first door to a room that was dimly lit by failing daylight coming through a window. The room contained three beds, a wardrobe, and a small table with two chairs. The ceiling sloped along one end, meeting the wall three feet above the floor. A bed was tucked against the slope, and Rhoa suspected Rawk would be stuck sleeping there. She also knew he wouldn’t mind.

      Rhoa moved along as the boys entered. At the end of the hall, she used the other key and opened the door. The room was small, the interior crowded by a bed and a small table with a bowl and pitcher on top. Like the other room, the roofline created a low, sloping ceiling that met the wall just above the bed. Her eyes went to the window and settled there. A memory replayed in her head, stirring a deep-seated sadness as she recalled the last time she had been in this room.
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            The Darkening

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ten Years Ago

      

      

      

      Rhoa’s face was wet with tears, her nose running. She lay on her side, curled up on Salvon’s bed in his tiny room above The Thirsty Goat. The pallet she had been using for the past week was on the floor below the bed, occupied only by a blanket and a pillow. Although it was mid-morning, the light outside was that of dusk. For years, the Darkening had been a thing of dread, happening twice a year for as long as she could recall. Even when she was young, she had known of the Immolation. It seemed a horrible practice but had never affected anyone she had known. The harsh truth of it had never struck before now.

      The days since her parents’ capture had passed in a hazy blur of tears and nightmare-interrupted sleep. Salvon had done his best to console her, with little success. The man had tried stories and singing, things he knew well. Rhoa could find no joy in either. He then shifted to sweets, purchasing an array of pastries that should have brought a fervor of excitement to anyone her age, but Rhoa found them bland, tasteless, and unsatisfying.

      Calling on a friend who owned a ship, Salvon had taken Rhoa on a tour of the shoreline. He had pointed out many things, then they came across a pod of dolphins playing in the ship’s wake. Even in that, Rhoa felt no joy.

      The Darkening was coming. Her parents were going to die.

      Desperate, Rhoa had woken early that morning, just as the sky began to grow light. Carefully, she had snuck out of the room while Salvon slept, crept down the stairs and through the taproom, only to run into Breida as she stepped out of the kitchen. The woman had put both fists on her ample hips and gave Rhoa a threatening look before shooing her back to her room.

      “You will only end up dead, as well, Rhoa,” Salvon had said to her. “You must live on and find a place in this world. It is what your parents would have wanted.”

      “You speak of them as if they are already dead,” Rhoa had shouted back with tears in her eyes.

      Salvon then hugged her, gently stroking her hair as she cried. “I am sorry, my dear. They are as good as dead.”

      “How do you know? What if they escape? What if Lord Taladain changes his mind?” Her pleas had sounded hollow. Even at nine years old, her own lies were difficult to accept.

      “Today is the second day of the Darkening. The ceremony will take place, and the public is invited to come and watch.”

      Rhoa had never seen the ritual. Her parents had forbade it. “Please, let me go. Let me see them.” She had stared into his eyes, hoping he might bend.

      Salvon shook his head. “I am sorry, my sweet, but that is a very bad idea. It will be too difficult for you to watch, and you might bring attention toward yourself. No good can come of me allowing you to go.”

      “But–”

      “However, I will go in your stead.” His voice was thick with compassion. “I will bear the pain of witnessing their sacrifice so you will know the truth.”

      So the man had locked Rhoa in his room and left, joining thousands of others who would see her parents die at the hands of a wizard.

      In Rhoa’s heart, a seed of hatred had been planted – hatred toward the Immolation ceremony, hatred toward the man responsible, hatred toward herself for being unable to stop it. She cried and cried in a mixture of anger, sadness, and frustration.

      Eventually, the tears stopped falling, her eyes drying up like a desert. They itched, so she sat up and rubbed them while staring at the wall. Her entire world was gone. She had no house, no bedroom, no parents, no family to turn to for help.

      Other than Salvon, she was alone. With the sun hidden behind the moon, all joy seemed to have faded from the world.

      A noise at the door drew her attention – a key turning the lock. The door opened and Salvon entered. He gave her a smile that did not erase the sadness in his eyes.

      “It is done,” he said.

      She nodded numbly. Hope had fled her hours earlier, replaced by bitter acceptance.

      Salvon sat on the bed and put his arm about her shoulders. She leaned her head against his chest. He smelled faintly of wood smoke, and his beard tickled her cheek.

      “I have something for you, dear one,” he said gently. “Something special.”

      “A gift?” she asked.

      “Yes. A gift to help secure your future.”

      She looked at him in alarm. “What of my future? I can’t stay with you?”

      He sighed and shook his head. “I am old and my health is failing. I fear it will grow worse and will become a burden.”

      “Why do the gods hate me so?” Rhoa said numbly. “First, my parents were taken away, and now you are leaving me.” Somehow, her dry eyes found enough moisture to spout new tears, blurring her vision. “I don’t want to be alone.”

      His hand stroked her hair. “You will not be alone. After much consideration, I have found you a new family.”

      Rhoa’s heart quickened as a spark of hope flickered inside her. She blinked the tears away. “A family?”

      “Yes. They are outside the city walls, waiting for you to join them.”

      “Why outside the city?”

      “Because this family is a troupe in a menagerie.”

      “A what?”

      He chuckled. “They are performers – jugglers, knife throwers, musicians, and others.”

      “What of me?”

      He reached under the mattress and removed something wrapped in leather, placing it on Rhoa’s lap. There was a weight to whatever was inside. She stared down at it, thinking of what it might be.

      “Go on,” he said. “Open it.”

      She unrolled the leather with care. A hilt appeared, the pommel shiny silver with odd symbols encircling it. Another hilt followed, both with leather-wrapped handles and short cross-pieces. Rhoa touched one. A flicker of blue static snapped at her finger. She jerked it away, but it didn’t hurt. She tried touching the other hilt, and the same thing occurred. Steeling herself, she gripped them both, but nothing happened.

      Pulling the blades from their sheaths, she found them to be the oddest daggers she had ever seen. Rather than being flat with a sharp edge, the blades were cylindrical and came to a single, sharpened point, the shafts at an angle from the hilt.

      “These are strange knives,” she said.

      “More than you know. They are special. They are called fulgur blades.”

      “Fulgur blades.” She tested the words.

      “Try to stab the wall.” The man gestured toward the wall beside her.

      Rhoa frowned. “It’s stone. I’ll just ruin the blade.”

      “Try it. You may surprise yourself.”

      Squeezing the hilt of one blade, Rhoa lifted it over her head and jammed the metal point at the stone. Blue sparks flared as the blade sank deep.

      Rhoa gasped. “Magic.”

      Salvon chuckled. “Truly. The blade is enchanted, able to cut through anything, even stone.”

      Rhoa tugged on the knife, but it held fast. “It’s stuck,” she said between gritted teeth.

      “Press your thumb against the pommel.”

      She did as he said and felt a click. The blade slid out of the wall with ease.

      Staring at it in wonder, Rhoa said, “This is too great a gift. I cannot accept it, Salvon.” She set the blades into the leather wrap and held the bundle toward him. “Take them and sell them. Use the money to get a healer who can cure you.”

      He shied away from the bundle and shook his head. “There is no healer here who can help. I have tried all options, save one. For my last hope, a long and arduous journey awaits, one laced with risks I would not share with you.” Salvon gently pushed the leather bundle back toward her. “Even if I wanted to take the blades, they would do me no good. They are now bound to you and will shock anyone else who tries to touch them.”

      Rhoa pulled the bundle back to her lap and stared down at it. “Why give these to me, Salvon? What would I do with them?”

      “You will train as an acrobat.”

      “An acrobat?” she asked.

      “Yes. An acrobat is someone who performs tricks that involve tumbling, flips, ropes, swings, climbing, and leaping. With those blades, you will be able to climb anything. This special skill is what you will bring to your new family in the menagerie. With it, you will become the most important person in their show.”

      “I will?”

      “Yes. You will live with them, and they will treat you well. You will travel from city to city, moving about the world and seeing things most people never dream of. It is not the same life you had, but it is a good life, and it is the best I can offer.”

      Rhoa saw the pain in his eyes. She didn’t want him to worry for her, so she wore a brave face. “Thank you, Salvon. When do I meet this new family?”

      “Tomorrow. I will bring you to them, then I will depart.”

      Rhoa nodded, knowing she must be strong for him. The pain in his eyes was a reflection of her own broken heart.
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      Rhoa led Jace and Rawk across The Thirsty Goat’s taproom and sat at a table below a window at the front. Salvon was nowhere to be seen, but Rhoa knew he would appear and where he would sit while playing. She had a good view of the little stage in the corner and was eager to see him perform. His stories had a way of taking her mind to other places, allowing her to forget her troubles…if just for a short time.

      Jace stood over her with a frown. “Mind if I sit there?”

      She stared up at him. “Why does it matter?”

      The thief nodded toward the front door. “I can’t sit with my back to the door. Occupational hazards, you know.”

      “Perhaps you might consider another occupation,” she said as she shifted to another chair.

      “Perhaps.” Jace shrugged and sat. “Do you know of any that pay as well and are as fun?”

      Rhoa shook her head in disgust and chose not to respond.

      A barmaid approached the table. A blonde braid over her shoulder, she had an angular build, a thin waist, and a corset that attempted to make something out of nothing.

      “What will it be?”

      “We are with him.” Rhoa pointed toward Salvon, who had emerged from a back room and was having a discussion with Breida.

      “Who is he?”

      “You must be new here.”

      The girl put a hand on her hip. “Three years.”

      “Well, he knows Breida from before.”

      “Your point?”

      “He is a storyteller. See the lute?”

      The girl nodded. “Ahh.”

      She walked away, stopped at the bar, and spoke with Breida while pointing toward Rhoa. The girl then left the room as Salvon walked to the corner and climbed upon the small stage. The man settled on a stool with the lute on his lap, strumming it a few times before the chatter in the room settled.

      “Good evening, gentlefolk. I am Salvon the Great. You may have heard storytellers in the past, perhaps in this very room. However, I am not a storyteller. I am the storyteller, here to transport your mind to another place and time.”

      The barmaid reappeared with steaming plates for Rhoa, Jace, and Rawk. Grilled fish with rice and vegetables caused Rhoa’s stomach to rumble. She and the others dug in as Salvon began to play a lively tune, increasing in tempo as it grew louder and louder. A full minute passed before he reached a crescendo and stopped, the room falling quiet.

      “Behold!” the man said loud enough to startle some in the audience. “I am about to recite a tale of mystery and magic, a tale of sorrow and joy, a tale of old, before the time when men ruled. Now begins the story of Fandaric Buurom, the King of Stergholm.”

      A man near the front cupped his hand to his mouth. “There are no kings, and I ain’t never heard of Steghome.”

      “It is Stergholm, my good man, and kings might not exist today, but history is filled with things that no longer exist. You see, Fandaric was no mere king. He was a king bound heart and soul to a dragon.”

      A murmur ran through the room.

      Salvon strummed his lute, his words coming out as a chant of sorts. “Yes, a dragon. A creature to fear, a creature of power, a creature of magic. This legendary monster was stunning to gaze upon with scales of gold and green, each the size of the plate on your table. You see, Zyordican was the wisest of dragons and had foreseen a future where man might one day wield magic. In this act, man would claim the world and change it forever. Despite her size and power, the dragon feared this future, for this magic was the energy at the core of all things – a power never meant to be tamed.

      “And so, Zyordican watched and waited with the patience only a being who lived many centuries could comprehend. Men and kings came and went until she learned of Fandaric’s plan to hunt a rock troll that had attacked a hold within his kingdom. You see, Fandaric was no ordinary king. He was the High King of the North. Everyone in the lowlands bowed to him. In addition, he was a dwarf.”

      Rhoa noticed Rawk’s eyes widen as the crowd stirred. She didn’t know if such lore existed among his people. Among humans, legends of dwarves varied greatly, but none told of dwarf kings who ruled over mankind.

      “It was a clear autumn evening, the trees covered in leaves of gold, amber, and crimson, while the leaves that had lost their battle against the seasons covered the forest floor. The king and his men entered this forest armed with axes, swords, bows, and spears. A horn blew, denoting the sighting of a troll. Fandaric’s men broke into three groups, one sweeping to each side while Fandaric led the group in the middle. The king’s steed raced through the woods in search of the monster until he reached a clearing and stopped dead.

      “At the heart of the meadow was a towering dragon, large enough to eat Fandaric in a single bite. The king’s steed reared up in terror and bucked him off. He crashed to the ground, his crown rolling away until it was stopped by a massive talon, hooking it like a ring. The dragon picked up the crown, her slitted eyes shifting from it to the downed king, while the king’s men froze in fear.

      “‘It seems,’ the dragon said, ‘that you and I should talk.’”

      Rhoa finished eating and sat back to watch Salvon. She noticed Jace looking toward the bar, so she turned to see what had drawn his attention.

      A woman in a blue dress with a white corset stood beside the bar. Her shoulder was exposed, as was the upper portion of her plentiful chest. She had brown hair and green eyes, her back arched in a provocative pose. Jace pursed his lips when her gaze met his. The woman bit her lip and beckoned with a finger. He stood, responding to her call, while Salvon wove his tale. After a brief discussion at the bar, Jace followed the woman across the room and into one of the closed doors they had passed after entering the building.

      Rhoa shook her head. That man has no morals. She turned back to Salvon, listening as he strummed his lute and told his story.
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        * * *

      

      With his stomach sated, Jace sat back in his chair while listening to the old man go on about dwarves and dragons and other nonsense. Despite his lack of interest in the story itself, Jace admitted that the man had the audience captivated, his telling almost a compulsion.

      Jace then noticed a woman enter the taproom, her blue skirts swaying with each flowing step. She stopped beside the bar and rested a hand on her hip, her back arching to accentuate her chest, one shoulder exposed by a fallen sleeve. The woman’s gaze swept the room until her eyes met his. They were the color of fig leaves on a sunlit morning, bright and inviting, the green contrasting her full, red lips. She raised a finger and beckoned him over. He flashed his best grin, stood, and sauntered to the bar.

      “You are a welcome sight for these tired eyes,” Jace said.

      The exposed skin of her unbuttoned dress drew his attention, the way she filled out her corset enough to hold it.

      “Did you just arrive in Fastella?” the girl asked in a sultry voice.

      “Yes. Not more than an hour past.”

      “I bet you could use a bit of fun after your travels.”

      His grin widened. “I sure could. Will it cost me?”

      The girl grabbed a fistful of his tunic and pulled him close, her breathy whisper feathering against his neck. “Don’t worry. It will be worth it.”

      She turned and crossed the room, Jace following. Stopping in front of a closed door along the hallway, she eyed him with a smile and opened it. He slipped past her and into the dark storage room. The door closed, and he spun toward her, stopping abruptly when something sharp pressed against his groin.

      “Don’t move. You wouldn’t want me to accidently cut something.” Her sultry tone had fallen away, replaced by one far less enticing. A pale blue light appeared, coming from a disk in her hand. “I’m disappointed you didn’t recognize me, Jerrell.”

      Please don’t be someone with a grudge. “It’s Jace now. I only use Jerrell when I need to impress someone.”

      Jace tried to sort through his memories. The woman was in her early twenties, so she would have been a teen when he left the city. He then recalled a young, dishwater-blonde girl with green eyes.

      “Darnice?”

      She grunted. “So you do remember.”

      “Yes.” She was a far cry from the girl he remembered. “I never realized someone so beautiful hid beneath all that dirt.”

      “We do what we must to survive, Jerrell. You know that as well as anyone. For me, it was living in alleys and cutting purses until I grew older and…” She looked down at her chest, “developed other talents.”

      “I must say…” His grin was lecherous. “You have developed quite well.” Although he maintained a relaxed manner on the outside, the continued pressure of the knife had him on edge. He had been stabbed before, but never in his nether region. “Now that we have been reintroduced, what is this about?”

      “Your presence has been requested for a meeting.”

      “I feel privileged.”

      “How will you feel if I stick this knife into you?”

      “Not nearly as lucky.”

      “That’s what I thought.” She pulled the knife away. “You are to follow me. Now.” She walked past him and into a dark aisle between two tall shelves.

      “What if I choose otherwise?”

      “I highly recommend you play along. She doesn’t take disappointment well. You might end up dead – which would be sad for someone of your talents.” A grunt came from her as she slid something across the floor.

      Jace stepped into the aisle. “She? She still controls the streets of Fastella?”

      “Yes, but recent events have made it more difficult than ever.”

      Jace heard the creak of a trapdoor opening. “I am here with friends. They will wonder.” Cool air wafted toward him, carrying the aroma of human waste.

      “I know. They watched me pull you in here. Unless you and the girl out there are married, I doubt she will wish to interrupt what she believes is happening in here.” Her voice grew distant as she descended. “Come along now. You have an appointment to keep.”

      Releasing a sigh, Jace found the edge of the opening and the ladder inside. He descended into the darkness and pulled the trapdoor closed. Although he could not see, he counted the ladder rungs, reaching twenty-two by the time his feet touched the ground.

      “This way,” Darnice said from his right, the glow reappearing as she held the enchanted disk before her.

      Keeping one hand on the wall and his head low as he counted his steps, Jace slipped back into habits formed from years of navigating the tunnels below the city. Much time had passed since he last walked the sewers of Fastella, but the hours he had spent in them remained a clear memory. The entrance from the inn was a new one to him, but he knew of others, some of which were likely no longer in use.

      Ahead, a spark ignited into a halo of light around Darnice’s silhouette. The torch in her hand caught fire, the flickering flames bringing definition to the murky tunnel. An arched ceiling stood eight feet at the peak, formed of the same stone blocks as the walls. A layer of filth gave the stone a green-tinted hue. Jace and the woman stood on a narrow footpath that ran along the wall on each side of the tunnel, a river of refuse trickling down the center.

      Without a backward glance, Darnice resumed her journey, following the curved tunnel until she reached an intersection. There, she turned right and crossed a small footbridge to the other side. A narrow opening had been cut into the wall. She entered the dark recess, the torch eating away at the inky blackness as Jace followed. At the tunnel’s end, they came to another ladder.

      Darnice stepped aside. “You go first. Just be sure to knock four times before opening the trapdoor.”

      “Yeah. Four times.” Jace gripped the wooden ladder and began climbing. “I’m sure a painful reception would welcome me if I didn’t knock.”

      She chuckled as the light was snuffed and darkness invaded. “You don’t know the half of it.”

      In the back of his head, Jace counted the rungs, the number reaching twenty-four before his knuckles grazed wood. He put a palm against the door and knocked solidly four times.

      As someone pulled the door open, light from the room above met him. He climbed up, emerging into an unfamiliar cellar. Judging by the tunnel and age of the ladder, the subterranean entrance hadn’t existed when Jace was last in Fastella.

      A big man with a thick, metal-studded club held the trapdoor open. He had dark skin, black hair, and an even darker expression, leaving little doubt he meant business. A pale scar ran down one side of his face, matching the scars on both of his bare, muscular arms. Herrod. The man was dressed in black, as were two of the other three people in the room. He appeared noticeably older than when Jace had last seen him. He wondered who had gotten close enough to leave the scar on the man’s face. The one on his right arm had been from a fight with Jace. The one on his left had come from the other man in the room.

      Even with the dark hood covering his face, Jace recognized Rindle immediately. With a relaxed, arrogant stance, Rindle’s tall, thin build and trademark rapier made him easy to pick out in a crowd. Jace and Rindle were close in age and had often crossed paths in their youth. As the two most skilled cutpurses in the city, they had a not-so-friendly rivalry that almost turned deadly on two separate occasions. Jace knew people considered him arrogant, but he preferred to call it confident. Rindle took arrogance to a whole other level. Jace could barely stand him seven years ago, and he suspected the feeling would remain unchanged.

      Between the men was a woman in a red dress and black, hooded cape sitting with her legs crossed. As always, the hood covered her head and the light was placed behind her, leaving her face in shadows.

      Jace stepped aside as Darnice climbed out of the hole.

      “It is good to see you, Cordelia,” he said.

      “Please. I know you too well, Jerrell. Or should I call you Jace?”

      Jace bowed. “This is your city. You may call me whatever you wish.”

      “I am surprised you returned.” He noticed a sharpness in her tone.

      “You can’t seriously still be upset with me. Seven years have passed. I have a new life in a city far from here.” He glanced toward Rindle. “And I see you have a new captain.”

      “Don’t believe your absence is the reason I stand beside her, Jerrell,” Rindle growled. “I was destined to serve the queen, regardless of what path you chose.”

      Jace shrugged. “Believe what you wish, Rindle. What I recall is you being second best until I sought new horizons.”

      “You little…” Quick as a flash, Rindle drew his rapier.

      Cordelia’s hand shot out and pressed against Rindle’s stomach, halting him mid-step. “Stop, Rindle. This is business, and you will set your petty jealousy aside.” Her tone left no room for discussion.

      “If you are finished with me,” Darnice said to Cordelia, “it is dark and I should get to work.”

      Cordelia nodded. “You did well, Darnice. Go on. I’ll let you know when I have something else for you.”

      Darnice crossed the room, Jace watching her the entire time. She stopped at the foot of the stairs and blew Jace a kiss. He smiled and wondered if he would have time to catch up with her later.

      “Now that I have your attention…” Cordelia’s tone was firm as she leaned forward in her chair. “Why are you here?”

      “What do you mean? You sent Darnice to get me.”

      “How droll. You know damn well what I mean.”

      Best to not kick the beehive. “I came here on a contract issued in another city.”

      “You know how I feel about business conducted here without my consent.”

      Jace held his hands out. “I only just arrived. You didn’t give me a chance to contact you.”

      “Fair enough.” The woman sat back, visibly relaxing as her finger rested against her shadow-covered chin.

      Jace had often wondered why she kept her identity so secretive. He had ferreted it out, of course, but had kept the knowledge to himself. Discovering she was a wizardess had been a surprise, but her station was low among the gentry – the widow of a minor House with no heirs. The only mystery unsolved was how she came to run the guild. Jace knew of no other wizards among the thieves.

      “Assuming you were going to get in touch with me,” said Cordelia, “what is this contract, and how might I benefit?”

      “You know better than that. I can’t disclose a contract.”

      “No. You can’t disclose the party behind the contract.”

      “True,” Jace admitted. “This particular job is extremely dangerous. In fact, I cannot think of anything more dangerous.”

      A silence filled the room in a long, dramatic pause.

      Cordelia’s nails tapped the arm of her chair. “You cannot be considering killing me or you would have thrown out an insignificant job as a cover.” Her tone conveyed posturing. “You might be crazy enough to steal from Taladain, but I have heard stories of your past exploits, and that seems too simple a quest for you to label as extremely dangerous. What does that leave?”

      “Are you going to make me say it?”

      “Yes, I am. Spit it out, Jerrell.”

      He sighed. “Fine, but it cannot leave this room.” He stepped closer and whispered, “I plan to kill Taladain.”

      Rindle snorted, and Herrod released a grunt of disbelief.

      Cordelia’s silence bothered Jace, and he began to worry that his plan might impact the woman’s operations. What would Taladain’s death do to Cordelia’s enterprise? If she thought it would hurt her position, she might have Jace killed then and there. Stupid, stupid, Jace chastised himself. Why couldn’t I make up something else? He knew why. Stupid ego.

      “You were always arrogant to the point of self-destruction, Jarrell.” Cordelia shook her head. “Luckily, your skill usually justified your outrageous confidence. I know what you have accomplished – feats that are legendary in our circles. Many on the streets doubt the truth of what you have done. They don’t realize the stories tend toward understatement rather than exaggeration.

      “Still, you have never attempted something so idiotic.”

      Jace glanced at Herrod, the big man shaking his head in wonder. “Um... Thank you?”

      “Come on, Jerrell,” Rindle said. “Not even you are stupid enough to believe you can kill Taladain.”

      “He’s right,” Cordelia said. “You may have fleeced a few wizards in your day, and I know what happened with High Wizard Montague, but killing a wizard lord is another matter entirely. Blades don’t work because he can heal himself. Poison is ineffective for the same reason. The man possesses magic many times more powerful than other wizards, as proven by numerous foiled coup attempts. You are too young to recall when High Wizard Gildon tried to supplant Taladain, but I am not. The pieces remaining of the man were marched through the city on silver platters in a parade to celebrate Taladain’s victory. Everyone knew Taladain did it to dissuade future attempts on his life. I was ten years old at the time, yet the images remain affixed in my mind as if it were yesterday.”

      Jace successfully held back a reply until she had finished, yet couldn’t keep his irritation out of his tone. “I am aware of the risks, but I accepted the contract. I don’t have much other than my reputation – something I have labored for years to forge.” He crossed his arms and set his jaw. “It will take more than stern warnings and tales of horror to alter my course.”

      Rindle sneered. “What makes you think you can accomplish what others could not?”

      Jace allowed a small smile. “Others are not Jerrell Landish.”

      Snickering, Rindle shook his head. “You are an idiot. I cannot wait to see you fail.”

      Cordelia put a hand up, stopping Rindle from saying more. She leaned forward, measuring Jace from the shadow of her hood.

      “What do you know, Jerrell? You would not attempt this without an angle or a chance of success.”

      Jace was not about to tell her about the amulet, but he had to say something. He had displayed too much confidence to avoid a response.

      “I have an enchanted item, giving me an advantage.”

      “I want to see it.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not with me.”

      “Hmm… I find that hard to believe. You know better than to trust someone else with something so important. I taught you that much.”

      “True. However, I don’t have it.”

      “What does it do?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll not say, but it gives me an edge others have lacked.” He smiled. “I also have skills others lack.”

      The woman’s fingers tapped absently on the arm of her chair. In the silence, Jace wondered what she might ask of him. There was still the chance she might decide to kill him.

      Finally, Cordelia said, “I will support you, but not publicly.”

      “What?” Rindle blurted.

      “Quiet, Rindle!” Cordelia said, causing him to flinch at her heated tone. She leaned back, her voice quieting, the anger remaining. “Taladain made some changes last year, declaring war on the Thieves Guild. Anyone caught stealing, even a cutpurse, loses a hand. Brothels must register with the city and pay taxes for services rendered. Street performers are now required to register and purchase a license. Two of our three smuggling tunnels have been walled off. We’ve even run into Hounds roaming the sewers and lurking on rooftops.”

      By the end of her statement, Cordelia bit out each word as if it soured her tongue. Jace knew guild operations better than most, having worked as a thief for Cordelia. In fact, he had been drawn into the organization a year after Cordelia took the helm from her predecessor, The Uncommon Man.

      The new restrictions and fees Taladain had implemented were a direct attack on the Thieves Guild and represented a drastic shift from prior policies. In fact, Lord Taladain had previously allowed the guild to run itself as long as lines weren’t crossed.

      “Why did he enact these new restrictions?” Jace asked.

      A long sigh came from Cordelia before she replied. “We had an issue last year. One man went rogue on us and upset the balance.”

      “And?”

      “He murdered a wizard and his family. It was a sloppy job, intended to appear as an accident. Not only was the man seen starting the fire, but he had used naphtha as an accelerant, which made it obvious. Worse, the inferno burned down a neighboring mansion and killed two other wizards from a wealthy family with influential friends and relatives.”

      “I assume you had not approved this job?”

      “The man was only to kill the oldest son, who had assaulted another wizard’s daughter. It was meant to be a message without implicating anyone. Instead, it was a catastrophe. The result forced Taladain to take direct action. I handed over the man at fault, but burning him at the stake in public was only the beginning. Soon after, the tunnels were closed off, new laws were in effect, and we suddenly struggled to make ends meet.”

      Setting fire to a building to kill one person disgusted Jace. Completely unprofessional. A simple event, the act of one man, had brought a thriving enterprise to its knees. The guild had existed for hundreds of years, dating back to before Taladain claimed the throne. Even so, Jace knew Cordelia’s network ran throughout the city, her contacts existing in places one might not suspect. With her help, he might circumvent the obstacles that had him concerned.

      “You know I prefer to operate alone, but in this case, there are two areas you might be able to help,” Jace said. “First, I need a talented jeweler, one who can work fast and will remain discreet.”

      “Done.”

      Jace grinned. “Good. Do you also have a contact inside the citadel?”
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      Rhoa sat back, her stomach full. Salvon sat across from her, using a cloth to wipe bits of egg from his beard. Breakfast had been quiet and peaceful with Rawk and Jace still sleeping, the latter having slipped into their room at The Thirsty Goat late the previous evening, according to Salvon. One other table in the dining room was occupied, the four men seated there sharing quiet conversation.

      Salvon gazed out the window, the upper floors of the building across the street bright with the light of the rising sun. “I have missed Fastella. Each of the great cities has its own personality, and this is among my favorites.”

      “I think I know what you mean.” Rhoa had visited a few other great cities in her travels, including Illustan and Marquithe. Her gaze followed his to the window as the cobbler across the street opened his front door and began to sweep the stoop. “I did love Fastella when I was younger. Now…”

      Salvon leaned across the table and took her hand, his eyes reflecting concern. “Why are you here, Rhoa? If it hurts you so, why come back?”

      “I told you before–”

      “You told me a lie.”

      She pressed her lips together in frustration. Lying to Salvon was something she abhorred. He deserved better, but she feared he might try to stop her. “I miss my parents, Salvon. They were taken from me for no good reason.”

      “They say it is an honor to be sacrificed. They say your parents are now with Gheald.”

      Rhoa jerked her hand from his. “They were Hassakani. Gheald was never their god!” she snapped, the words coming out with more heat than intended. With a sigh, she relinquished her anger. “Life in the troupe was pleasant, but the shadow of my past never left me. That shadow originated in Fastella, so I came back with the hope that if I face it, I might find peace.”

      “I see.” She saw pain in his eyes. “I thought saving you from joining your parents’ fate was a good thing, a heroic thing. Perhaps I was wrong. Perhaps this is why the sacrifice calls for the entire family, so nobody is left behind to suffer the loss.”

      A lump of shame caught in her throat. “No.” She leaned forward and retook the man’s wrinkled hand. “You mustn’t think that, Salvon. In saving my life, you risked your own. It was a gift, and I will never forget it.”

      The old man nodded and gave her a small smile.

      Footsteps on the stairs drew her attention to Jace and Rawk descending. Jace walked to the bar and spoke with Breida, while Rawk crossed the room and sat beside Rhoa, averting his face from the sunlight.

      “The light truly hurts your eyes?” Salvon asked.

      “Yes,” Rawk said.

      “I will speak with someone I know today. His shop is right down the street. He may have something that will help you.”

      “Very well,” Rawk said. “You two have already eaten, I see.”

      “Don’t worry,” Salvon said. “Breida will feed you, as well.”

      Jace walked over, a chunk of bread in his hand. He tore off a piece and popped it into his mouth.

      “Did you enjoy yourself last night?” Rhoa asked with a challenging tone.

      The thief grinned. “Not as you’d suspect, but it was rewarding.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “I have a lead on a job for you, Rhoa,” said Jace.

      Her brow furrowed. “I’m not interested in a job.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I have a lead for a job at the palace.”

      His intention struck her. “Oh. That is interesting.”

      Jace turned to Salvon. “Sorry, but I need Rhoa to accompany me. We both have an interview, and we are tight on time.”

      “Oh, yes. Of course,” Salvon said before looking at Rhoa. “A position at the palace sounds like a wonderful opportunity. I hope they see in you what I do. If so, you will find yourself hired.”

      “Thank you, Salvon.”

      To Rhoa, Jace said, “I had Breida draw us each a bath…in separate rooms, of course. Washing in rivers helps, but it’s been weeks since I had a good soak. I suspected you would wish the same. We had best hurry. Our appointment is mid-morning today.”

      Mid-morning, Rhoa thought. She then recalled the sun’s location. It was the second day of the full eclipse. The sacrifice would occur soon. Her stomach began to churn.

      Jace pointed toward the blades strapped to her thighs. “You’ll need to leave those behind. They won’t allow you to enter if they see weapons.”
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        * * *

      

      Rawk hid in his room at the inn, watching the street below the window. He did not look through the window directly, for the light was too bright. Rather, he peered through the thin curtains.

      After Rhoa and Jace had departed, Salvon also left the inn, leaving Rawk alone. He had remained in the dining hall for a few minutes, then headed back to his room. People made him feel uncomfortable, different. One would think he would be used to it. His entire life, he had been treated as an outcast because of his defect. Beards were a source of pride for male dwarves. The thicker and longer the beard, the more proudly you displayed it. Not having a lick of hair on his body, Rawk was often shunned and ridiculed. Still, it wasn’t his lack of hair that had led to his exile.

      And they wonder why I might covet gems. A stone has yet to mistreat me.

      When the street outside began to darken, he leaned forward and peered toward the sky. The sun was partially blocked by the moon. Time passed until the eclipse grew complete.

      A rush of energy from the heart of the city struck, like a giant gem singing to him. The sensation lasted for a number of minutes before receding. Rawk shook his head, clearing away the spell. Whatever had occurred was significant. The sky began to grow lighter as the sun continued toward its apex.

      The door opened and Salvon walked in.

      “There you are,” the old man said in his friendly tone. “I feared you might have found a cellar to hide in.”

      “A cellar?”

      “Yes. Underground storage. It works wonders for keeping produce so it doesn’t wilt or spoil.”

      Rawk found the idea appealing. “Where can I find one?”

      Salvon laughed. “Good joke.”

      Rawk nodded but had no idea what joke he had told.

      Digging into his pack, Salvon drew something from it and held it out. “Here. Try these on.”

      Accepting the item, Rawk stared at it with a furrowed brow. Metal rims held darkened, glass disks.

      “What is this?”

      “Those are spectacles.” Salvon gave him a wink. “Special ones, made just for you.”

      “Made…for me?” Rawk repeated the words, the first time he had ever said such a thing.

      “Yes. I am friends with a glassblower down the street. He owed me a favor and retrofitted a pair of spectacles with special lenses. He bent the frames, as well, which should help keep them tighter to your face.”

      Rawk opened the spectacles and slid them on, hooking them behind his ears. The bright room darkened. Curious, he pulled the curtain back and peered outside. The light no longer hurt his eyes.

      “These are wonderful,” he said in awe.

      Salvon clapped in glee. “Wonderful indeed! I am so glad they fit you.”

      “Thank you. Do you want gold now?”

      He frowned. “Gold?”

      “Isn’t that what men do? Pay gold for things?”

      The old man chuckled. “Yes, but there is no need to pay me. I was happy to help.” Salvon sat on the bed and gestured toward the window. “I see you are curious about the city.”

      Rawk shrugged, his voice quiet. “Afraid seems more appropriate.”

      “Ah yes,” Salvon said knowingly. “There are many thousands living in each of the great cities. So many people can be overwhelming when you aren’t used to them.”

      “I’m not used to people at all.”

      Salvon stared at Rawk, the look in his eyes one of deep understanding and lacking his normal mirth. “You fear people.” It wasn’t a question.

      Rawk shrugged again.

      “Fear is a funny thing. Most are illogical. Even so, those fears can govern you, beat you down, and force you to bend to their will.”

      Rawk remained silent, flinching when Salvon suddenly sprang to his feet and clapped his hands.

      “Come along.”

      “What?” Rawk asked. “Where?”

      “To face your fears.” Salvon took a few items from his bag and stepped to the door. “The only way to defeat fear is to fight back. You and I, my friend, are going for a walk.”
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      Narine stood in the antechamber, waiting. From beyond the closed doors, she heard people crowding into the temple. Twice a year, the building would fill until it was ready to burst. Today was one of those days. Today was the second day of a full Darkening.

      Her father was embroiled in a quiet conversation with Burrock and Eldalain. Klondon, Eldalian’s bodyguard, hovered behind him. With a heavy brow, a permanent grimace, and a nasty scar across his forehead, Klondon was frightening even before you noticed his impossibly thick build and the armor he wore.

      In another cluster, High Priest Faldom gave instructions to three clerics, including Delaunt, the high priest’s assistant. Faldom wore his gold ceremonial robes and the purple stole of his station. The clerics were dressed in white, Delaunt also wearing a purple sash.

      “I have always despised this ceremony,” Adyn whispered.

      Narine agreed but kept those thoughts to herself. “Hush. You don’t want Faldom hearing you say such things.”

      “I know. The man is uptight.”

      “Yes,” Narine agreed. “In his defense, he is a man of religion. His entire life centers on Gheald, and this ritual is the ultimate expression of his devotion.”

      Burrock left the room, taking his guards with him. Narine recalled rituals from the past – moments from long ago, yet affixed in her mind as if they had occurred yesterday. A household from somewhere in Ghealdor had been selected via the lottery. Everyone who lived there would have been arrested and thrown into the citadel dungeon to await the Darkening. Oftentimes, that included children.

      “Why, Father?” a much younger version of her had once asked. “Why must you sacrifice children, as well?”

      “It is simple, my dear,” he had replied. “Who would care for those children once their parents were gone? Why break a family apart when all might join Gheald in the Rapture? It is a gift, you see, both to Gheald and to those who are rewarded with the Immolation.”

      There was a certain logic to his explanation, but the cries for mercy and screams that followed haunted her…and had for years.

      The room darkened. She glanced up at the circular window in the ceiling of the antechamber. Half the sun was covered by the moon, nearing the full eclipse. Delaunt and Faldom parted, the old man shifting to stand before the massive double doors, while his assistant approached the gong beside them

      “It is time, my lord,” Faldom said to Narine’s father.

      Taladain began drawing upon his magic, his hands spinning about until a purple ball of fire appeared between them. Two clerics bowed to the man before they each held a torch against the magical fireball. The torches sparked to life, purple-tinted flames burning brightly. With the torches in hand, the clerics returned to stand with Faldom.

      Lifting the striker, a wooden shaft three feet long with a cork knob at one end, Delaunt stared at the man. With a nod from Faldom, Delaunt struck the gong, the thunderous peal ringing with fury. Two clerics pulled the temple doors open, while the two holding torches took a stance behind Faldom. Beyond the doorway was the long runway and a circular dais at the far end where eight empty stone altars waited. Surrounding those raised stone formations, a sea of people occupied the temple floor, well below the dais.

      The sight had Narine recalling her vision during the Trial at the University. Eldalain had tried to kill her. It wasn’t real, Narine. She knew it to be true, but it still felt unconvincing.

      The high priest waited for a beat, then began his procession out to greet the audience. The gong rang again, and the two torch-holding clerics followed the high priest out into the temple.

      While Faldom addressed the crowd, Burrock and his guards returned to the antechamber. Two of the guards carried a woman dressed only in her smallclothes. She was unconscious, bound, and gagged. Her skin was dirty and bruised, dried blood in more than one area. The woman was only a few years older than Narine.

      Another pair of guards entered, hauling a man who was also dressed only in his smallclothes. He appeared to have been beaten even more severely than the woman.

      A high-pitched cry drew Narine’s attention from the man. The next pair of guards entered the room, dragging a boy between them, his arms shackled behind his back, his eyes bulging with fright. He wore a torn, oversized tunic that reached his knees. His legs were bare, his knees skinned and bruised.

      Burrock and the guards paused as the clerics with torches returned. He then led the guards and the three prisoners toward the dais. The boy cried and squirmed, to no avail. The sight was heartbreaking.

      A hand touched Narine’s shoulder, causing her to jump. She spun to meet her father’s gaze.

      “You must remain here during the ritual,” he said.

      “Yes. I recall that much.”

      “Are you well?” he asked. “You seem upset.”

      Narine did her best to mask her feelings. “It’s nothing,” she said as the guards finished binding the prisoners to the altars on the dais.

      “Good.” He gazed up at the window. “It is time.”

      From the temple, Narine heard Faldom’s announcement. “I now present to you the ruler of Ghealdor, Lord Taladain Killarius.”

      Faldom settled just beyond the open doorway. Burrock and the guards walked toward the dais and settled across from Faldom. The wizard lord entered next, greeted with applause from the eager crowd.

      Today was a rare day, occurring twice a year. Today, the people of Ghealdor would see their god.

      The guards, Burrock, Faldom, and his clerics remained just outside the doors, watching Taladain as he reached the far end of the dais. Both the antechamber and the temple darkened. Taladain raised his hands and called upon his magic.

      When Narine last attended a sacrifice ritual, she had been fifteen, and her ability with magic had just begun to manifest. Even then, she recalled the raw power emanating from the dais. Now, a trained master wizardess, the immensity of the power she sensed was overwhelming, the buzz from it filling her head and making her dizzy.

      Purple-hued fire began to swirl around her father and the surrounding altars while the crowd chanted. The power roared in Narine’s ears and made her heart race as the swirling fire became a tornado of flames, obscuring all else. Screams from the prisoners strapped to the altars arose above the roar. As the Devotion of those in attendance took place, the power increased, building to a crescendo.

      The tower of swirling flames receded to reveal Taladain no longer standing alone. The altars were bare, the bodies now gone. Behind Taladain was the towering presence of Gheald. Although Narine had witnessed the god’s appearance in the past, she had always wondered if it were a mere illusion. With her talent now much more developed, she realized her father no longer held his magic, yet an even larger magical presence loomed. The being standing on the dais was real. The realization left her in stunned disbelief.

      “This will be mine,” Eldalain said in a hushed voice.

      Narine turned and found him standing beside her. “What?”

      “I have put in the time, developed my talent, and have become the second most powerful wizard in Ghealdor. I have acted as his errand boy and have done what needed doing. I will not throw everything aside so you can ascend the throne.”

      She furrowed her brows. “What makes you think I want to rule?”

      “Why else attend the University?”

      “I did it to be an asset to Father.”

      “Please.” Eldalain’s voice was thick with disdain. “I am no fool. Spare me your self-righteous rhetoric.”

      “Not everyone seeks power, Eldalain.”

      “Wrong,” he retorted. “Not everyone acknowledges it. Some might deny it of themselves, like a martyr, but they are fools.” He turned toward her, his dark eyes boring into her as if examining her soul. “He has grown old, his power finally waning. Of those who might challenge me for the throne, only you remain. Think on that before you lay any plans.”

      The man spun on his heel and walked away, leaving Narine with a deeply disturbing realization.

      It was him. He killed his own siblings to guarantee his position.
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      Rhoa followed Jace, the two of them weaving through the crowd. Ahead, the massive dome of the Fastella temple waited. By the thousands, the crowd crossed the square and climbed the stairs, slowing as they funneled through the open doors where guards were posted.

      Two men in front of Rhoa were drawn aside by armored guards in purple cloaks, the guards turning the men away because of the swords they carried. Rhoa thought of her fulgur blades, hidden in her room back at the inn. She felt naked without them.

      Rhoa and Jace passed through the doors and into the building. A domed ceiling stood high above, the interior large enough to fit many houses. In the center was a circular, stone dais standing well above the floor, eight stone altars occupying it. A runway connected the dais to the far wall, where closed doors waited. A single, circular window in the domed roof allowed light to come through. Rather than placing the window at the apex, it was offset toward the east, always facing the moon.

      The crowd continued to filter in as citizens surrounded the dais and filled the cavernous space. Rhoa wondered how many people the building could hold. Surely more than ten thousand.

      Jace tugged on her sleeve and moved toward the outer wall. She followed as the two of them circled the crowd until they were near the rear of the building. There, they came across an alcove in the corner. Three torches lit the area, the flickering light allowing people to view the mural-painted wooden panels on the walls. Each depicted a scene of Gheald bestowing his power upon one of the past lords of Ghealdor. Rhoa shuffled past the paintings, examining the images.

      In each, Gheald was a towering giant made of purple-tinted light. He wore no clothing and had a dog’s head rather than a human’s. Although each image obscured the view of Gheald’s groin, it was clear he was a man from his muscular build – a body deserving of a god. She did not recognize the wizard lords in the first three paintings, but stopped when she came across the fourth. From the brown hair and cruel eyes, she knew it to be Taladain. The painting, like the others, depicted this very building. The date at the bottom read the year 2112, indicating Taladain’s rise to lordship occurred centuries ago. He was said to be among the oldest lords in the eight wizardoms.

      The peal of a gong rang out, and Rhoa returned to the mouth of the alcove to stand beside Jace. The doors at the far end of the building closed, dousing the light coming through them. From somewhere above her, the gong rang again. She turned as the doors opened and crowd fell quiet.

      An elderly man dressed in golden robes with a purple stole hanging to his knees entered the building. Rhoa recognized High Priest Faldom, the man having held his office for decades. Two clerics trailed him, each carrying a torch burning with a purple flame. The procession continued until they reached the dais. Six lanterns were lit, and the clerics returned from whence they came.

      Indigo Hounds emerged from the open doors, the guards walking in pairs. The first two carried a woman, bound at her ankles and wrists, wearing only her smallclothes. She appeared unconscious. Her mouth was gagged, her face bruised. The next set of guards carried a man who was, undoubtedly, the woman’s husband. Also unconscious, bound, and gagged, his bruises and scrapes appeared far worse than the woman’s. The last pair of guards carried a boy, no more than eight years old. His eyes were desperate with fright, his face wet with tears as he squirmed against his shackles.

      The woman, man, and child were each laid upon a separate altar, then strapped down before the guards departed. High Priest Faldom raised his hands toward the dome and spoke.

      “You have gathered here today for a ceremony reaching back to Ghealdor’s beginning. For many centuries, we have performed the Immolation of Darkening in devotion to Gheald, our beloved god. By doing so, Gheald empowers our wizard lord with the strength to protect our wizardom and ensure prosperity for all of its citizens.”

      As the man spoke, the room darkened further. Rhoa glanced up at the window in the ceiling. From her angle, she could only see a portion of the moon and the halo of the sun as it approached the eclipse.

      “I now present to you the ruler of Ghealdor, Lord Taladain Killarius.”

      A soldier with gold-tinted chest and shoulder plates emerged, his purple cape flowing behind him. His head was shaven, his dark goatee drawn in a scowl. The look in his eyes carried a threat as he strode purposefully down the walkway. The sword across his back and dagger on his hip reinforced the threat.

      Jace leaned close. “That’s Burrock, Taladain’s lead dog. He runs the Hounds.”

      The next man who walked out captured Rhoa’s attention. It had been years since she had seen him. The last was before her parents’ deaths. Back then, she was in awe. Now she felt nothing but hatred.

      Taladain, the Lord of Ghealdor, strode toward the dais at an easy, confident pace. Tall and thin, his purple, iridescent robes draped loosely on his body. A gold sash was tied about his waist, and his hands were folded together at his stomach. A golden crown with a purple amethyst at the front held back the man’s long, graying hair. His beard, dark brown with streaks of gray, hung to his chest. His eyes were dark beneath a heavy brow. Rhoa saw cruelty in those eyes as he gazed upon the crowd. Her hand sought the amulet beneath her tunic before she recalled storing it under her mattress. With the amulet, she would be safe from Taladain’s magic. She longed for it and her fulgur blades, imagining using the blades to scale the dais and stab the man through the heart.

      As Taladain approached the dais, Burrock circled the ring of altars, looking down at the crowd, his gaze searching for any possible threats. When the wizard lord stopped in the heart of the circle, everything fell still.

      “We gather today for the Immolation of Darkening,” Taladain said in a booming voice. “Those you see on these altars have been blessed to give their souls to Gheald and will join him in the afterlife for all eternity. When the flame ignites, the Devotion will begin.”

      The dais cleared as Burrock, Faldom, and the two clerics retreated to the far end of the runway where other guards waited.

      Jace leaned close to Rhoa and whispered, “When the Devotion begins, I will slip into the alcove. Be sure to warn me if anyone comes this way.”

      Rhoa nodded absently, unable to take her eyes from the wizard.

      As the sun slid behind the moon, the building darkened further, the air taking on an amber hue. Taladain raised his arms, purple flames swirling around him in a tempest of magic that began to spread. The ball of flames soon obscured the altars, and screams arose from the three people strapped to them. Everyone in the room fell to their knees, raised their hands, and began to chant in unison.

      “Bless us, great Gheald. Guide us in your wisdom, protect us from harm, and grant our wizards your power so they might lead us to a better tomorrow.”

      The ball of purple flames became a tower of swirling light and fire, bursting out the dome window and toward the darkened moon. Even with thousands of voices chanting in unison, the screams of agony coming from the dais reached Rhoa, scarring her heart.

      In her mind, the screams were her parents. She imagined the trauma they had endured – the fear, the pain, the loss. If fate had twisted in a different manner, she would have also been strapped to one of those altars. A tear tracked down her cheek, followed by another. Someone needed to put an end to the horrible ritual. Killing Taladain would stop it, until another wizard rose to replace him. For now, it was the best she could do.

      The screams faded and were replaced by an immense presence, one that held a weight over Rhoa and left her unable to think clearly.

      The tower of flames receded, the swirling fires dying down to reveal Taladain, his body glowing. The stunned crowd fell silent. Behind the lord wizard was a towering giant of light. Naked and hairless, the giant’s muscular body was perfect in every way, save for his face. Rather than the face of a man, the being had the face of a dog. Taladain turned toward the giant and knelt. The giant dipped his head in return and faded away, the weight of his presence fading with him.

      Was that Gheald? Rhoa wondered. Was it truly a god?

      “You two! What are you doing?”

      She spun and noticed two guards approaching. Oh no.
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      When Devotion began, Jace backed into the alcove and examined the paintings. The instructions he had received said there was a secret release on one of the wooden panels. His gaze swept over them, searching for a faceless priest. On the third panel, the one in the back, he found the image. He pressed on the oval-shaped face, feeling a click. The panel swung open to reveal a recess in the stone blocks. There, a small stack of papers waited.

      He looked over his shoulder, where Rhoa stood with her back to him, the crowd beyond her on their knees and chanting. Bright purple light came from something beyond his line of sight.

      Jace picked up the papers and slid them into his tunic. An odd feeling came over him, and he sensed the presence of something awestriking. It hovered over him, pressing down as if to smother him. It left his mind fuzzy, then it was gone.

      He realized the chanting had ceased and had little time to act. With haste, he dug into his coin purse and removed two small vials, placing both into the recess before swinging the panel closed. It clicked into place as a voice rose up behind him.

      “You two! What are you doing?”

      Jace spun and saw two armed guards standing beside Rhoa. Did they see me? He decided to play naïve.

      “Oh, sorry.” His accent was thick, like one of the tribes in Hassakan. “We are visitors to the city and have never seen paintings done with such skill.”

      One guard glanced at the other. “You weren’t on your knees. Devotion is required in Fastella. Everyone must participate.”

      “Really?” Jace said with raised eyebrows. “When is it to take place? I don’t wish to miss it.”

      The taller guard grunted. “It just finished.”

      “Yes,” the shorter guard said, “but it will happen again shortly after nightfall. Tonight and every other night.”

      During this conversation, Taladain and his entourage walked down the runway and exited the temple.

      Jace put his arm about Rhoa’s shoulders. “Very well then. We will be sure to watch for it. We are staying at the Loose Board Inn. Do you know it?”

      The crowd began to move toward the exit, busily chattering, an air of awe in their voices.

      The taller guard nudged his companion and made a gesture to leave. The shorter one looked at Jace. “Just be sure to join in Devotion, or you’ll find yourself in a dungeon cell.”

      The guards continued on, following the citizens of Fastella as they funneled through the exit.

      Jace whispered to Rhoa, “You were supposed to watch for guards. They almost caught me.”

      Her mouth tightened as she glared at him. “People died today, burned alive for a stupid ritual. Yet all you can think about is yourself.”

      “I don’t know why you’re angry with me,” he said in a hurt tone. “Those people were going to die regardless of what you or I did.”

      “Not if Taladain were dead.”

      “Shh!” He hushed her while looking around, then lowered his voice. “Don’t ever say that out loud, and certainly not anywhere near the temple or citadel.”

      Her glare remained, but she gave him no other response.

      “Let’s get out of here.” Jace waved her along. “We need to make a stop before returning to the inn.”

      As he reached the rear of the crowd, he slowed, waiting for others to funnel through the door. He turned and saw Rhoa staring at the dais, her face like stone, showing no emotion.

      She is acting odd. Is it possible she has never seen an Immolation before? he wondered.

      The ceremony happened twice a year in every great city. The dates were all different, depending on when the full eclipses took place, and each god had unique aspects to the ritual, but the result was the same. Rhoa’s travels with the menagerie had taken her many places, but an air of innocence remained, as if she were naïve to the darker side of mankind. Worse was her friend, Rawk. The man seemed like a child who had never left his home and understood little of the world.

      Glancing up, Jace saw a quarter of the sun now free from the moon’s shadow. The building’s interior grew lighter by the minute.

      The square was filled with people heading in every direction, returning to their lives. Jace ignored the others and hurried along, no longer inhibited by the pace of the crowd. With Rhoa following close behind, he exited the square and took Candle Street, which ran diagonal to the other streets, toward the southeast corner of the city. Rhoa, despite her short legs, kept up to his eager pace, past pedestrians, horses, carts, and shops. The pair reached another square, one with a circular fountain in the middle, and entered Harper Street. A backward glance forced him to stop when he didn’t see Rhoa following.

      Jace backtracked and found her standing at the corner, staring at a building. He was about to scold her for falling behind but stopped short when he saw the look on her face. A tear tracked down her cheek, her eyes filled with longing and loss.

      He put his hand on her shoulder and asked in a gentle voice, “What’s wrong?”

      Rhoa wiped her cheek and nodded toward the building across the street. “That used to be a carpentry shop.”

      He frowned, noting woven rugs hanging in the window.

      She continued. “The man who lived there made the most beautiful furniture. He would sing while he crafted it, working from sunup to sundown. It was a labor of love, like everything else in his life. His wife managed the business. She was good with numbers and was an excellent cook. The woman was smart, loyal, and trusting.”

      Jace turned back toward the building, imagining it as she described it. “You knew these people.” It was a statement, not a question.

      She nodded. “They were my parents.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “The lottery. They were chosen ten years ago. Today is the anniversary of their deaths.”

      Shock struck, and he almost staggered. He looked across the street and saw the number on the building. 618. He turned toward the corner and read the street sign. Harper Street. Rhoa’s parents had lived at 618 Harper Street.

      Oh, dear Gheald, Jace thought. What have I done?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            31

          

          

      

    

    







            The Lottery Caper

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ten Years Ago

      

      

      

      It was dark, the moon obscured by clouds. The sun had set over an hour earlier. Devotion had passed, and the streets of Fastella were quieting, the foot traffic thin and sporadic.

      Jerrell stood inside a recessed entrance with his cloak wrapped about him. Melded into the shadows, he watched the three-story house across the street. The door opened, light from inside pouring onto the street as a man dressed in finery stepped out. At his side was a man twice his size – big, bulky, and armed.

      Bodyguard, Jerrell thought.

      The well-dressed man was Perque, a man Jerrell knew by reputation. Perque’s business crossed boundaries that touched on Cordelia’s enterprise. As he had numerous times in the past, Jerrell wondered why Cordelia allowed it.

      Perque and his oversized escort walked down the street, the small man moving in a rush, the larger one keeping up with long, purposeful strides. When Perque faded from view, Jerrell emerged from his corner and crossed the street. He did not rush or dally. While he was aware of every movement in his peripheral vision, he did not turn his head. No need to appear like I have something to hide. Without knocking, he opened the door and entered.

      Three girls were in the sitting room, two of them lounging on a sofa, the third sitting on a window seat. All three were dressed in gowns too revealing to wear in public, their legs exposed to the knees, their necklines plunging beyond the point of distraction.

      Jerrell pulled his hood back and bowed. “Hello, ladies.”

      “Jerrell,” Marbi said from the window seat. The blonde raised one brow, her gaze flicking the length of his body. “To what do we owe the pleasure? Or is it business?” She laughed, her voice a twinkle. “What am I saying? Both are the same in this house.”

      Jerrell had known Marbi for years and had always liked her. Now, at twenty-four, she might be six years older than him, but she had never treated him like a child. It was among the things he appreciated about the girl. He admitted to himself that her appearance influenced his perspective.

      “While I wish this visit were for something more…playful, I am here for a meeting. A bird told me I should come by tonight.”

      “Yes,” Jenni said. “You are expected. Head to the third floor and knock on the white door.”

      “Thank you.” He bowed again with one last, lingering glance at Marbi before heading down the corridor.

      At the foot of the stairs, he peered into the dining room, where four guards sat playing cards. They were armed, rough-looking men. Jerrell knew three of the four well. Two had even beaten him in the past. The men glanced in his direction, and he gave them a nod. There was no need to be rude. Those men just did what they were paid to do, no different than himself. Those who earned a living as guards sometimes had to use their fists. It was the way of the world, and it wasn’t their fault if Jerrell had crossed a line. He had crossed many lines. Not being caught made all the difference.

      He climbed the stairs and turned at the landing. A man two years Jerrell’s senior sat on a chair in the hallway, frowning at him.

      “Hello, Herrod.”

      Even while sitting, Herrod’s dark stare was intimidating. Jerrell had known the street tough since they were both children. Twice during their early teens, Herrod had beaten Jerrell unconscious. The scar on Herrod’s arm remained from their third fight. Such was life on the streets of Fastella.

      “Jerrell,” Herrod grunted in his low voice. “She’s waiting for you.”

      “So I hear.” Jerrell passed the man and began his ascent to the third floor. “White door, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      After reaching the third floor, the rap of Jerrell’s knuckles striking the door echoed in the corridor. Four knocks later, he paused and stepped inside.

      While the room was sometimes a bedroom, the bed had been cleared out, replaced by a sofa, a low table, and two chairs. A fire burned in the fireplace along the far wall, the amber light from it casting shadows across the otherwise dark room.

      A man dressed in black stood in the corner, leaning against the wall while fingering the pommel of his sword. Jerrell knew the man well enough to believe he did it as added intimidation, something rarely required. Brogan was a hero of some sort, a legend with the sword who obviously had a military background. Standing over six feet tall with broad shoulders and scars on his cheek and arms, Brogan looked the part.

      Jerrell’s attention shifted to the blonde woman seated on the sofa. Her back faced the fire, the hood on her cloak up and covering her face in shadow as it always did. Jerrell wondered if the sun had ever touched her skin. Beneath her cloak was a blue dress that fit well enough for him to take notice, despite her being twice his age.

      “Good evening, Cordelia.”

      “Jerrell,” she said. “You are right on time.”

      “On time?” He had received word over an hour earlier that she sought his services, and Cordelia had never been known for her patience.

      With a smile in her tone, she said, “Did you think your delay might have me believe otherwise?”

      His gaze flicked to her bodyguard.

      “Don’t look at me,” Brogan said in a surly tone. “She’s the boss.”

      “The man who just left the brothel,” Cordelia said. “You saw him?”

      “Yes.”

      “You know his reputation? What he does?”

      “Give me credit, Cordelia. I wouldn’t be much good to you if I didn’t know who Perque was. He even offered me work once.”

      Her posture shifted, her back stiffening. “He did what?”

      “Don’t worry. It was a years ago, before our…understanding. I refused.”

      “What did he want information about?”

      Jerrell hesitated before answering. “You, of course.”

      She sat back and laid her arm along the back of the sofa. “Interesting.”

      “Although I wasn’t yet working for you, I also knew you were not to be crossed. I told him to go jump off the city wall and never spoke to him again.”

      A long, uncomfortable pause followed before she spoke. “Never mind that man and the past. We have a contract and little time.”

      “How much?”

      “Your share is six gold pieces.”

      Jerrell swallowed, doing his best to hide his surprise. “Six.” Such a sum wouldn’t be offered without consequence. “How dangerous is this job?”

      “This isn’t a negotiation, Jerrell. You will do this. We have no time to waste or the chance will pass us by.”

      He allowed his expression to sour. “You’re making this sound worse and worse.”

      “Sit.” She gestured to the chair across from her. “I will explain.”

      Jerrell sat. “Very well. Let’s hear it.”

      “You know Perque sells information. You might even wonder why I allow him to do so. I happen to be an occasional customer of his. Other times, I am a partner. In this case, the latter.” She crossed her legs and placed both hands on one knee. “Among his services is one he only offers to the wealthier businessmen in Fastella. They each pay a tithe, and someone working for him in the temple reports lottery results, including the city and building drawn.”

      Jerrell’s brow shot up in surprise. “They know the result before guards are sent?”

      “Yes. Those selected then have a choice to either flee the city or pay for the results to be altered.”

      “I’m with you thus far.”

      “Good, because the job you are hired to execute requires this very thing.”

      Jerrell blinked. “What?” His voice rose. “You want me to alter the lottery results?”

      “Careful, Jerrell,” Cordelia said as Brogan stepped forward and loosened his sword. The man’s glare left little doubt about his intent.

      Recovering, Jerrell said to Cordelia, “How do you expect me to do that? The Immolation ritual is in three days.”

      “Yes, I am aware.”

      “The lucky family will be arrested tomorrow. That leaves me only tonight. I have done no scouting and lack time to formulate a plan.”

      “Nonetheless, it must be tonight. You see, Perque has a contact who works in the temple. According to this contact, the building number is written on a missive in the high priest’s office. In the morning, the missive will go to Burrock, and his men will collect the unlucky family.”

      “Why me?”

      “You know why,” she said. “I can’t throw men and weapons at this one. If the rumors are true, the girls aren’t likely to have luck with the high priest. Smugglers, cutpurses, and street performers will do me no good. This requires specific skill, stealth, and creativity. I’d send Haldoran, but he’s dead.”

      “What about Rindle?”

      “I considered him. While Rindle has his uses, he lacks your resourcefulness. This is an important contract with little time and no room for failure.”

      Jerrell’s mind raced, considering what he knew of the temple and the quarters where the priest and clerics lived.

      “Go, Jerrell,” Cordelia said. “There is nothing else I can tell you and little time remains. Make this happen, and you can ask anything of me…within reason.”

      With his head in a haze, Jerrell stood and walked out of the room. He went downstairs and left the building without saying a word to the girls.

      He had to create a miracle, and only had hours in which to do it.
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        * * *

      

      Jerrell ran along the rooftops, climbing the slopes and leaping across alleys like a cat. In the years since his mother had died, he had spent nearly as much time on the city rooftops as the streets themselves. Even his small apartment was on the third story of a building Cordelia owned, its only window offering easy access to the roof of the two-story building next door.

      The moon remained obscured by a blanket of clouds, the night darker than normal. Running the rooftops in proper light could be dangerous. Doing so at night was downright reckless. The thought crossed Jerrell’s mind for the briefest of moments before fading.

      He leapt across a gap, falling until he landed on the second-story balcony of the building across the street. Even bending his knees, the impact stung his feet, but he knew the pain would soon fade. He climbed the balcony railing and onto a ledge before scaling a downspout. The roofs on this street were flat, so he could move faster.

      He continued toward the heart of the city, his destination. Three buildings later, he stopped and listened, sensing something he could not define. A noise came from behind him, and he melted into the shadows, waiting.

      Hurried footsteps drew closer until a shadowy form appeared. Jerrell stuck out his leg, hooking an ankle. The person following him hit the roof with a grunt and rolled, his cloak twisting around him. Jerrell stepped out, his dagger drawn.

      “You’ll have to do better than that, Rindle.”

      The young man stood and pulled back his hood, revealing narrowed eyes. Rindle stood a head taller than Jerrell but had a thin, angular build to match his hatchet face.

      “I followed you for three blocks before you noticed,” Rindle taunted. “If you had been moving a bit slower, I could have continued much longer unnoticed.”

      “Could have? You also could have kissed Vahlia before I did, but that didn’t happen, either.”

      “Please. You never cared for her. You just wanted her because I did.”

      “Not true. I wanted her because she was pretty and worth the trouble.”

      Thinking of the girl brought a grin to Jerrell’s face. Even though he was a street rat and a year younger than her, she had been eager. Perhaps he was just a means for her to rebel against her father, but it didn’t hurt Jerrell one bit. He had not been ready for anything serious and likely never would.

      “It doesn’t matter anyway. She is with Watley now. Married with a child.” Jerrell shook his head. “Better him than me.”

      “What is the job, Jerrell?” Rindle asked.

      “What job?”

      “I know Cordelia was after you. Something urgent. Something big. How much does it pay?”

      “Listen, Rindle. You don’t want this job. It’ll be a miracle if I live to see the sun rise.”

      “So it happens tonight.”

      Jerrell rolled his eyes. “Yes, you blockhead. Now, leave me be. I don’t have much time, and I need to concentrate.”

      “Not a chance.” Rindle drew his rapier. “I want in.”

      Tall and thin, Rindle had a long reach. His rapier against Jerrell’s dagger compounded the issue. Jerrell had an edge in quickness, but less than against most other opponents. A duel would likely get ugly fast.

      A long, exaggerated sigh came out as Jerrell shook his head. “Why do you have to be so dense? If she trusted it to you, she would have pulled you in. She tagged me with the contract, nobody else. You should thank me for keeping you out of it.”

      “You can’t talk your way out of this one, Jerrell.”

      “You want to fight me? Let’s say we fight and you poke me with that thing. I would be injured and might die. What would that accomplish?”

      Rindle paused and frowned down at his blade. “Well, at least you wouldn’t finish the job.”

      “Yes, but if Cordelia discovers I died on a rooftop before reaching my target, what happens?” Jerrell paused and let the words sink in before continuing. “They don’t call the roofs the thieves’ pathway for nothing. Who else would be up here? Who else would come after me? Who else uses a rapier?”

      Even in the dark, Jerrell could see Rindle struggling to arrive at a conclusion he could accept. Finally, he sheathed his rapier. “Fine.” He didn’t try to hide his frustration. “I just hope the job is as risky as you say and you fail. Someday, your luck will run out, Jerrell. Someday, you’ll die during one of your outlandish capers. I can only hope it happens today.”

      Without another word, Rindle walked away, returning the direction he had come. Jerrell watched until the thief reached the gap over the street and disappeared from view. Deciding he had seen the last of Rindle for the night, he sheathed his dagger and hurried along.

      At the end of the street, the view expanded. To the right, the palace was a tall shadow of buildings and towers, the tallest of which burned with a purple fire, as it always did. Below the citadel and standing just to Jerrell’s left was the temple, its domed shape distinct even in the darkness. While a wall surrounded the palace itself, the temple remained a part of the city, as did the building connecting it to the citadel. That building was where the high priest and his clerics lived, and it was Jerrell’s destination.

      Between Jerrell and those buildings was an open space connected to an expansive square on each end. The street and the squares appeared quiet with no movement, other than a pair of guards walking the temple perimeter. To Jerrell’s far left, two more guards stood beside the temple’s main entrance, where torches burned.

      Years of roaming the streets of Fastella had exposed Jerrell to the pulse of the city and to the patterns of the guards. The two walking the perimeter would turn the corner soon, the entire loop requiring twelve minutes at their current pace. Another set of guards would also be circling, trailing these two by three to eight minutes. That time gap was his chance.

      The guards approached the far corner, and Jerrell began his descent, climbing to a balcony railing and lowering himself until he hung above the street. He released his grip and landed softly before slipping into the shadows. The guards stopped and surveyed the area, chatting for a moment before moving along. When they faded from view, Jerrell made his move.

      Walking with an easy, unhurried gait, he crossed the sprawling square and headed toward the gap between the temple and the citadel wall. There, the shadows grew thick, lit only by a single torch next to the side door. Jerrell knew a guard was posted there, even though he saw nobody. He walked toward the door as if completely unconcerned, yet prepared to put on an act.

      “Halt!” a man said from the shadows.

      “Oh my!” Jerrell said with his hand to his chest. “Oh, a guard.” He visibly relaxed. “Thank Gheald. You gave me such a fright.”

      The man stepped from the shadows, his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Where are you heading?”

      “I was requested for a visit.” He leaned forward and whispered, “A very discreet visit, if you get my meaning.”

      “Huh?” the soldier grunted.

      “Come now,” Jerrell said, recalling the rumor. “Surely you have heard about High Priest Faldom and his, um, particular tastes.”

      “Well, no. Not really.”

      “What? Are you new here or something?”

      “Actually, yes. I was promoted from Starmuth a few weeks back.”

      “That explains it,” Jace said with a nod. “Anyway, these late, secret visits are common. Apparently, he tires of the clerics and seeks other partners who are more…adventurous.”

      “What exactly is this about?”

      Jerrell looked the man up and down. He was in his mid-twenties with thick shoulders, not exactly handsome but not unattractive, either.

      Moving closer, Jerrell put his hand on the man’s arm and smiled as he caressed his bicep. “I can show you if you’d like…unless you prefer girls.”

      The man’s eyes widened, and he stepped back as realization crossed his face. “No. I mean… I do prefer girls. Always.” He shook his head. “You don’t have to show me.”

      Jerrell painted his face with disappointment. “Pity.” He sighed. “In that case, I had best visit Faldom before it gets late.” He allowed his expression to darken. “He punishes me when I’m late and, well… You don’t want to know.”

      The guard shook his head. “No.” He backed away a step. “No, I don’t.”

      “Very well,” Jerrell said as he walked toward the door. “I will see you shortly. Luckily, the man lacks the stamina of my younger clients.”

      Stepping inside, Jerrell pulled the door closed and exhaled, releasing his mask. He had feared a physical confrontation might be required to gain entrance. Luck was with him for encountering a man who was new to Fastella, so spinning a rumor into something more extravagant had worked, as had the man’s aversion to Jerrell’s advances.

      What if he had been interested? Jerrell thought to himself. How far would I go? He wasn’t sure but was relieved he had escaped without having to find out.

      The corridor was quiet. Torchlight ahead was a guide in the gloom. He followed it to a stairwell and began his ascent, moving with care. Through years of thievery, he had learned that those with power sought higher ground. In this building, Faldom held the most power, so up was the way.

      Padding with a stealthy step, Jerrell rose to the second level and paused before poking his head out. The corridor was empty, so he continued upward, doing the same after the third level. As he approached the fourth, he slowed and listened.

      Footsteps, growing more distant.

      He darted his head out and ducked back, recalling the image. A single guard walked the hallway, heading toward a distant torch. The only other light was the torch near the stairwell entrance.

      Patience, Jerrell, he said to himself.

      Backing away, he descended to the landing and hid around the corner, counting the entire time. He reached sixty by the time the guard’s boot scuffled in a turn at the top of the stairs. The footsteps began to recede, and Jerrell ascended.

      The guard’s back was closer this time, no more than a dozen paces down the hall. Stepping on the balls of his feet, Jerrell crept behind the guard, matching his pace to the man’s heavier step. At the first door, Jerrell tried the knob and found it locked. He knelt and drew his picks from their slot in his coat sleeve, inserting the first pick. A glance down the corridor revealed the guard beyond halfway. The pick found resistance and he pushed slowly, tripping the tumbler. Inserting a second pick, he repeated the process, the tumbler clicking into place. The guard neared the far end, so he hurriedly inserted his dagger and twisted. Thankfully, the knob turned with it. He eased the door open, pulled the picks free, and closed it gently behind him, hoping the guard had not seen anything. With his back to the door, he listened as he examined his surroundings.

      It was dark, but enough light came through the curtains to reveal the size of the room and the bed within. Both were too small to belong to the high priest. Someone slept in the bed, their breathing a slow, drawn-out rhythm. Jerrell swore silently and considered what to do. He noticed dim light coming from a crack beneath another door along the side wall and moved to it, gently twisting the knob and pulling it open a crack. Inside, a single candle burned on a stand beside a desk, revealing a much larger chamber with a four-poster bed at the far end. A snore arose, carrying over the distance.

      Jerrell closed the door again and leaned against it, thinking. His hand went to the inside pocket of his coat and found the vial he had stored there. The drug was potent, requiring only a few drops to render someone unconscious. Even if woken, it would leave the victim’s wits muddled.

      After pulling the stopper, he moved beside the bed and squatted for a closer look. Lying on his back was a man roughly fifteen years Jerrell’s senior. Jerrell recognized the man as Arch Cleric Delaunt. Holding the bottle to the man’s lips, Jerrell tipped it up. Drops slipped in. The man’s eyes opened. Hurriedly, Jerrell covered Delaunt’s mouth as he coughed, struggling. The drug kicked in and the man fell limp.

      Jerrell stood and mumbled, “At least I don’t have to worry about him.” However, the vial had fallen in the struggle. Jerrell felt around and found it upside down on the covers, empty.

      “Great,” he muttered.

      Leaving the unconscious man behind, he went to the door again and opened it. When he approached the desk, he spotted a sealed missive near the candle. Across the room, the old man continued to snore.

      Jerrell took his knife and gently scraped between the wax and the parchment. He then opened it and found the instructions. The occupants of 18 Harper Street would unwittingly become the guests of honor at the upcoming Immolation ceremony. Reading it, Jerrell wondered how they determined the city, street, and number that would be chosen. It had been years since someone in Fastella had been selected. With a shake of his head, he discarded the distracting thoughts, recalling the six gold pieces he was to earn for this contract.

      He lifted the pen from the desk and dipped it into the fountain. With a deft hand, he did his best to emulate the smooth, flowing script on the paper. It now read 618 Harper Street.

      Done, he thought as he set the pen aside.

      After folding the paper, he lifted the candle and dripped wax onto the parchment. He then pressed the seal back into it, reconnecting the two ends.

      A particularly loud snore came from the sleeping high priest, stirring an idea. Here he was, alone with one of the most influential men in Ghealdor in the dead of night with nobody the wiser. The opportunity seemed too good to ignore.

      He returned to the neighboring room and stopped beside the bed. After sitting Delaunt upright, he draped the drugged man over his shoulder. Jerrell was strong for his size, but he was not a big man. Thankfully, neither was Delaunt.

      He carried Delaunt into Faldom’s room and carefully sat him on the edge of the high priest’s bed. He then pulled Delaunt’s pajama shirt over his head, leaving him wearing nothing but his smallclothes. With care, he lowered Delaunt into a sleeping position, mere inches from the snoring high priest.

      A grin appeared, Jerrell unable to restrain it. I wish I could see their faces when they wake.

      Noise from the corridor outside the room caused his head to snap toward the door, his heart leaping in his chest.

      “Where is the high priest?” a man said, his voice muffled.

      “Sleeping,” someone replied from the corridor.

      “Open the door. We have an intruder.”

      Jerrell hurried across the room, toward the door he had left open.

      “What? You can’t be serious,” the guard in the corridor said. “I have been patrolling the corridor the entire time. The man is safe. Besides, I have strict orders to never bother him.”

      “Give me your key.”

      Jerrell closed the door to Delaunt’s room, while someone fumbled with the lock to Faldom’s door. Just as one door clicked shut, the other burst open. A flurry of footsteps followed as guards stormed Faldom’s room.

      “High Priest,” one man said. “Are you safe?”

      Jerrell crept to the exit of Delaunt’s room. He opened the door a crack and saw the guard he had spoken with outside standing beside the one who had been patrolling the corridor. Both leaned into Faldom’s room.

      “What is happening?” an old man said. Jerrell recognized it as Faldom. “Why are you disturbing me?”

      “There was an intruder,” someone said. “Who is beside you?”

      “Who? What? Delaunt?” Faldom exclaimed. “Why are you back in here? I sent you off to bed.”

      Through the crack in the door, Jerrell saw both guards step into Faldom’s room, likely out of curiosity.

      Sensing the opening, Jerrell slipped out and hurried down the corridor as quietly as possible. More shouts and commotion came from Faldom’s room as he ducked into the stairwell. His descent grew faster, the need for stealth fading. By the time he reached the bottom, he was in a full run, darting out the door at a sprint and continuing until the temple was far behind him.
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      Rawk’s tour through Fastella was memorable, yet overwhelming. His head spun with the wonder of the massive city. He marveled at the sheer number of humans he saw, but was saddened by their treatment of one another. Forlorn people in rags begged at corners and slept in alleys. One crippled man stumbled and fell, only to be pushed aside and kicked by a cluster of sailors who laughed at his misfortune.

      “Even dogs deserve better,” Rawk commented to Salvon, who then informed him that dogs were sacred to Ghealdans and were always treated well. Anyone caught abusing a dog would find themselves arrested. Repeat offenses yielded execution, and the guilty would then be fed to Lord Taladain’s private pack.

      The city was broken into sectors with the poorest area called the Dregs. Farthest from the sea, it was also the hottest, often lacking the prevalent ocean breeze that soothed the rest of the city. Although Maker-built, the buildings in the Dregs showed age not found elsewhere in Fastella. The streets were dirty, the alleys filled with refuse. The citizens did not appear happy, the populace consisting of the poor, homeless, and criminals.

      As the two men walked past, Salvon pointed out a building called a brothel. When Rawk inquired about it, he was aghast to discover what transpired there. He couldn’t imagine a Maker woman selling her body in such a manner.

      Deeper into the city was the business district, also known as the Merch. The Thirsty Goat was located in the Merch, along with an array of shops with food and fine goods. The Merch ran right up against the expansive square at the heart of the city. Within the square were two impressive structures, connected to create a single, sprawling complex.

      The Temple of Gheald was a dome-shaped building large enough to house thousands. Just to the northeast of the temple was the palace. Salvon informed Rawk that Lord Taladain lived there. Rawk recalled Rhoa and Jace talking about the man and what they had planned. The size of the building, the guards posted outside, and the height of the surrounding walls had him worrying for Rhoa’s welfare, feeling the weight of the risk to her plans to assassinate Taladain. After asking Salvon a few discreet questions about the wizard lord, his concern increased thrice-fold.

      Between the palace and the sea were sprawling estates large enough to house dozens in comfort. That area of the city was known as Wizard Hills, a name derived from the people who lived among the green, rolling hills. After passing a number of impressive mansions, they reached the last section of the city.

      Dockside was the smallest sector, consisting of no more than fifty buildings. Here, inns and shops waited for sailors and travelers who journeyed to and from Fastella. It only took a few minutes before Rawk and Salvon passed through the north gate and gazed upon the sea.

      Again, Rawk gaped at the sight. As far as he could see, aqua-streaked blue water stretched from horizon to horizon. He had discounted stories of endless seas as nothing more than embellished tales. Similar to how the distant sky had struck terror in his heart when he had first seen it, Rawk felt small and insignificant compared to the grandeur of the sea. The sight of ships sailing in from somewhere distant made him squirm. Dread filled him as he imagined being far out at sea, unable to see land.

      Salvon pointed west and described the beauty of the approaching sunset, eager to share the moment. But when the old man looked at Rawk, his demeanor changed. Rather than wait for the sunset, he suggested they return to the inn.

      Relieved, he agreed, silently thanking Salvon. He longed to return to the safe interior of The Thirsty Goat. The thought replayed in his head until they reached the building, Salvon opening the door to lead him inside.

      A quarter of the tables were occupied, and an odd aroma filled the air.

      Salvon raised his nose and sniffed. “Mmm… Boiled lobster. I am starved.”

      The old man turned to Rawk, who shrugged. He had never eaten lobster and, based on the smell, was unsure if he wanted to.

      “Let’s head up and see if Rhoa and Jace have returned.”

      Upon reaching the third floor, Salvon paused, tilting his head. Rhoa’s muffled voice came from down the corridor, her words unintelligible but clearly heated. The old man snuck down the hallway and put his ear to Rhoa’s door.

      Rawk watched for a moment before asking, “What are you doing?”

      The man held a finger to his lips and waved him over. As Rawk drew near the door, Rhoa’s angry voice arose. Like the old man, he put his ear to the wood surface.

      “…can do it?” Rhoa asked.

      “You don’t understand. These things require commitment to the character. You must pay attention to the subtleties that make your portrayal believable,” Jace replied. “Unlike you, I have experience pretending to be other people. I can drop into a character at will and have done it many times with much success.”

      “I do have experience pretending to be someone else. I did it the night I stole the amulet. The night you failed to do the same.”

      Jace snorted. “You got lucky and beat me to it by mere minutes.”

      “Claiming it as luck rather than skill is a weak argument.”

      A long pause followed before Jace said, “It doesn’t matter. The wheels are in motion. A palace servant will die, and I will go apply for his position.”

      “I’m not giving you the amulet.”

      Jace sighed. “Rhoa…”

      Salvon stepped back from the door, pulling Rawk with him. He then knocked. A moment later, Rhoa opened it.

      “We need to talk,” Salvon said, spinning on his heel.

      Rhoa turned to Rawk, who shrugged.

      Salvon stopped outside the door to his room. “Aren’t you three coming? Rhoa’s room is too small to fit all of us.”

      Rawk walked to the room, followed by Jace, while Rhoa locked her door. When all three were inside, Salvon closed the door and gestured toward the beds.

      “Sit, please.”

      Rhoa and Jace sat on separate beds, her with jaw set and arms crossed, him glaring back with narrowed eyes. Rawk took the third bed as the old man began to pace.

      Salvon began. “You clearly have been harboring a secret as to why you have come to Fastella. I suspect you are trying to protect me. While thoughtful, it is unfair. You need to tell me what is going on and allow me to choose my own path.”

      Rhoa looked at Rawk, a question in her eyes. He shook his head. “I said nothing.”

      She then turned toward Jace, whose glare had shifted to Salvon.

      Finally, she sighed. “All right.”

      “Wait,” Jace said. “How do you know you can trust him?”

      Rhoa snapped, “You are a thief, yet you want me to trust you.” She pointed toward Salvon. “Salvon is a storyteller, a good and honest vocation. He saved my life years ago, and since we have crossed paths, he has shown the three of us nothing but kindness, offering transportation, meals, and a place to sleep out of the goodness of his heart. Until now, he has asked for nothing in return. The truth is the least we can do to repay him.” Her voice quieted, anger simmering. “Besides, his association with us puts his life at risk. Allowing him to decide to leave or stay is only right.”

      Jace threw his hands into the air. “Fine. Why not tell everyone? Why not just shout it out the window?”

      Rhoa pointed a finger in his face. “Enough. This is happening.”

      She then began explaining her mission to Salvon, while Rawk listened intently. Her story exposed a sorrow she had buried deep inside herself – scars from losing her parents years earlier. Rawk finally began to understand why Rhoa had chosen such a dark path. He sensed her passion to right wrongs done to her family and countless others over centuries. Since his exile from Ghen Aeldor, he had meandered aimlessly, allowing the winds of fate to blow him as they saw fit. His people were gone from his life forever. He had lost his job, his home, everything that had meant anything to him. In Rhoa, he had found a friend. In her story, he now discovered purpose. He would help her kill the Lord of Ghealdor.
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      Jace stewed internally while Rhoa told her story to Salvon. He liked the old man and could see why Rhoa was so fond of him. However, experience had proven that the more people who knew of a heist, the greater the risk of someone slipping up. When the subject was as risky as what they planned with the penalty of execution should they be caught, he was hesitant to even speak of it lest someone overhear.

      He watched Rhoa closely, admitting she didn’t lack for passion. The girl’s determination was evident, forged by the loss of her family after Jace had unwittingly sentenced them to death. Gritting his teeth, he banished the guilt stirring inside him, burying it deep while focusing on the situation.

      Rhoa’s refusal to hand over the amulet frustrated him, but he had put a plan in motion to address the issue. I hope the man finishes it soon.

      After the girl finished her story, Salvon sat beside her, staring into space as the room fell silent. Jace noticed Rhoa staring at Salvon. He then glanced at Rawk, who had his jaw firmly set.

      He has decided something, Jace thought.

      “Well,” Salvon said, breaking the stillness. “That is a substantial secret to carry. I can see why you were reluctant to tell me.”

      “Don’t try to stop me, Salvon,” Rhoa said firmly. “I must do this. I promised myself I would do this one thing…even if I die. It is the only thing I can do.”

      “Very well,” he said in a sad voice. “I won’t stop you. Killing a wizard is a difficult task, but killing a wizard lord is near impossible, even if the item you possess works as you profess. I do not wish you to die, so I beg of you to accept my assistance.”

      “Wait a minute,” Jace interrupted. “This is my contract. I don’t need anyone else involved.”

      “I don’t care about your stupid contract,” Rhoa said.

      “What contract?” Salvon asked.

      She thumbed toward Jace. “Mister Ethics here has agreed to kill Taladain for gold.”

      “Not just gold.” Jace grinned. “A lot of gold.”

      “I see,” Salvon said, his tone accusatory.

      “Listen,” Jace said, growing annoyed with being judged. “Everyone has a job in society. Mine sometimes involves distasteful acts, but it’s still a job. I am simply capitalizing on opportunities as they present themselves. In this case, the opportunity will set me up for decades.”

      “If you say so.” Salvon shrugged. “I try not judge others or dictate the moral code they follow. In the end, you must live with your own actions, even if it includes killing for money.”

      “With all that gold, I will be living just fine.”

      “Is that what makes you happy?” Salvon asked. “Gold?”

      Jace laughed, but it felt hollow. “The things the gold will buy me make me happy.”

      “Indeed.”

      Jace didn’t care for the man’s tone. “Who will miss Taladain anyway? The man is reported to be centuries old, and he rules by fear. The people of Ghealdor will be better off with him dead.”

      “Perhaps.” Salvon shook his head. “Or perhaps the wizard who replaces him will be even worse. We cannot know.”

      Rhoa put her hand on Salvon’s arm, drawing his attention. “You said you wish to help. We need a plan.” She shot a sidelong glance at Jace, and her face twisted as if she smelled rotten fish. “I hope you can come up with something better than sending this thief in, masquerading as a servant.”

      “Hmm…” Salvon put his finger to the side of this chin. “I recall stories about Taladain’s son, Eldalain, being nearly as dangerous as the wizard lord himself. In fact, Rawk and I heard rumors today about Eldalain having just returned from Westhold. Apparently, he had been sent there to confront High Wizard Fordham.” The man’s tone took on a dramatically grim flair. “He returned with the man’s head in a sack.”

      Of course, Jace knew of Fordham. The man’s rise five years earlier had been dramatic, defeating the previous high wizard in a public duel of magic. Since then, Fordham had fortified his position, launching a campaign to eradicate bandits who had been terrorizing the region for years. The effort had galvanized the people to give him support.

      “I strongly suggest we lay a plan to remove Eldalain from the city before we attempt anything,” Salvon said. “Now, what else have you discovered about Taladain? What do you know about his habits? His daily routine? Have you been able to gain any intelligence?”

      Jace dug into his jerkin and removed the notes he had obtained at the temple, his eyes scanning the parchment. “I paid a cleric for any information he could provide. In addition, the man was to poison one of the stewards so I could take his position.” Jace glowered at Rhoa. “Which won’t work unless I have the necklace.”

      She glared back at him. “You’ll have to kill me to get it.”

      “That can be arranged.” He said it with forced conviction.

      “You two must stop this bickering,” Salvon scolded. “You sound like children fighting over a toy. If you want to survive this, we need to find a means of working together.” He turned to Jace. “Is there anything in your notes that might be of use?”

      Jace shrugged, looking down at the script. “Just basic things, such as when and where Taladain usually takes his meals. The fact that he goes to the upper tower to receive Devotion each evening. The obvious requirement for the man to attend the Immolation ceremony twice a year to coincide with the Darkening.” A crooked smile found its way onto Jace’s face. “He apparently surrounds himself with female concubines.”

      “Interesting,” Salvon said. “Rhoa is quite pretty.”

      “What?” she screeched, aghast. “I’m not performing lewd acts with some old wizard.”

      Salvon laughed. “No need to actually perform anything. This would just get you close to him. Poison won’t work on Taladain, so you would need something especially lethal.”

      Rhoa drew one of her enchanted blades. “Fulgur blades cut through anything. I imagine one of these in his heart might do the trick.”

      With a grim expression, Salvon gave a slow nod. “That might work.”

      “No, it won’t,” Jace said.

      “What?” Salvon asked.

      “Why not?” Rhoa added.

      “Rhoa isn’t the man’s type.” Jace tapped the parchment in his hand. “The old man prefers tall, curvy blondes. Rhoa is none of those things.”

      With narrowed eyes, Salvon studied Rhoa briefly. “I can see your point. At his age, I suspect the man has rather…particular needs and desires.” He turned to Jace. “Is there anything else of note?”

      “The only other eccentricity is the man’s desire for unique entertainment.”

      “His what?”

      “The note says, ‘Taladain has taken to bringing musicians, actors, jugglers, and other entertainers in for private shows, each more extravagant than the last.’”

      The clap from Salvon caused everyone to jump. “That’s it!”

      “What’s it?” Rhoa asked.

      Salvon stood. “I am an entertainer, and the man wishes entertainment.”

      A guffaw slipped from Jace. “You are fine in your own way, old man, but we are talking about a wizard lord – a man with endless access to gold. He surely has far more…”

      With his hands on his hips, Salvon glared at Jace. “Far more what?”

      “Um…” Jace struggled to say something that wouldn’t offend the man, but it appeared too late.

      “Never mind,” Rhoa said. “Salvon is right. Approaching Taladain for a private show is what we must do. We will create a menagerie for the wizard lord. It will get me close, and when his guard is down…” She thrust her blade forward, “I will end his existence.”
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      Elbows resting on top of the marble-tiled wall, Narine watched the scene unfold in the sparring yard below, which was oval in shape and a hundred feet in length. Captain Burrock and the off-duty guards stood along the half-wall across the yard, the men jabbering eagerly.

      Adyn walked to the middle of the yard, followed by three of the castle guards, all men. Deep into cups with the guards the prior evening, one of the men had bet her she couldn’t best him in a fistfight. Adyn being Adyn took the bet and upped the ante with a boast. Not only would she beat the man bloody, but he could pick any two fellow guards to join the fight. If the men won, she promised them a night to remember. If she won, they would each owe her one gold piece and were to forever bow to her when she was present. Overhearing her proposal, the other guards in the room jumped at the chance. Narine was unsure if it were driven by the desire to put Adyn in her place or because they longed for a piece of the prize. Perhaps both.

      “All right, boys,” Adyn said as the three men drew close. “Like we agreed, no blades allowed. The fight continues until all three of you are either unconscious or have verbally conceded my victory.”

      “Your victory,” Verd said with a deep chortle. Adyn was tall, but Verd stood a half-head taller and outweighed her by a fair margin. “Slim chance, right, boys?”

      “Not gonna happen,” Pelton replied.

      “You’ll be the one conceding,” Hale, the third guard, added.

      “That’s right,” Verd said, his gaze lingering on Adyn’s body. “I’m looking forward to our evening together.”

      Adyn circled Verd until the morning sun was at her back. “Now that you have displayed the full breadth of your vocabulary, enough talk. Let’s get this over with.”

      Shirtless, his muscular torso covered by thick, dark hair, Verd stood ready. The other two men wore simple vests and breeches. Those men spread out, circling behind Adyn while remaining beyond her reach. A moment of tension had Narine on edge. All three were bigger than Adyn and probably knew how to coordinate their attacks.

      Verd nodded and moved in. At the same time, Pelton advanced from behind. When Pelton’s shadow passed in front of Adyn, her eyes narrowed, and Narine knew her bodyguard had noticed the man’s approach. Verd threw a punch. Adyn ducked it and kicked backward at the same time, her heel driving into Pelton’s groin. He recoiled with a grunt, doubling over, holding himself. Adyn then punched Verd’s exposed midriff while darting past the man.

      Verd spun with a kick, striking Adyn’s leg. Narine winced, anticipating the knot the blow would render. The third man charged with a leaping kick. Adyn stepped aside, wrapped her arm about his leg as it went past, and yanked the man off his feet. He landed on his back, hitting the sand hard before she jammed her heel into his crotch, eliciting a cry of pain. By then, Verd was behind her.

      The big man wrapped his arms about Adyn and hoisted her off the ground. She raised her leg and kicked hard, the toe of her boot connecting with Hale’s jaw as he climbed to his feet. His head snapped backward and he crumpled to the ground.

      Recovered, Pelton had risen to his feet and punched Adyn in the gut while Verd held her in a bear hug. A right cross struck, her head snapping to the side. A left followed, sending a spray of blood from her mouth. The pause taken while winding up for the knockout blow proved to be the man’s mistake, the brief delay enough for Adyn to recover.

      With a jerking twist, she dodged Pelton’s blow, which caused Verd to step into the punch. It struck the man’s throat. He released Adyn and staggered backward, eyes bulging while his hands grasped his neck. Adyn spun with a roundhouse kick, her boot driving into Pelton’s gut. He bent with the blow, and she spun again, her heel striking the man’s temple and sending him spinning to his knees. Adyn leapt and came down with an elbow thrust to the back of his neck, driving him face-first to the sand. When she backed away, Pelton remained still.

      Adyn turned toward Verd, the man still coughing and choking. However, anger and determination had replaced his brief moment of surprise. Warily, he advanced. She spit blood and smiled, the crimson on her teeth making the grin appear sinister.

      Verd faked a jab. Adyn dodged. He did it again with the same result. With the third, he followed with a true punch, this one connecting. She staggered backward, wobbling. Verd rushed in.

      Bad idea, Narine thought with a grin.

      Winding up, Verd threw a crushing punch, but Adyn’s quickness was too much. She spun away and jammed her heel into the side of his knee. He grunted in pain as it buckled. Rolling with her spin, she drove an elbow into his temple. He tipped to the side, catching himself. With a high leap, she thrust her other elbow down, smashing it into this upper back and sending him to the sand.

      Adyn backed up and looked down at him from a stride away. “Do you yield?” she panted.

      Verd pushed himself to his hands and knees. “Never,” he growled between gritted teeth.

      He put one foot beneath him and then the other, staggering to his feet. Adyn leapt toward him, twisting and spinning in the air. When she snapped out of her spin, her boot struck the side of his head. He fell like a tree in the forest, striking the sand hard. He did not rise.

      Adyn spit out another glob of blood and wiped her face. “You should have yielded,” she said, looking down at Verd.

      Slow applause came from across the courtyard as Burrock clapped. “You have some skill, Adyn,” he said. “Théoden and the other combat masters at the University trained you well.”

      “Do you want a turn, Burrock?” Adyn called out. “I barely broke a sweat with these three.”

      “Sorry.” He shook his head. “I need to report to Lord Taladain. I suspect he has new orders for me.”

      The captain turned toward the guards standing near him and issued orders. Six of them scrambled over to their downed comrades, while Burrock and the others entered the palace.

      Adyn walked over to stand below Narine. “Tradition says I need to buy these three a mug of ale.”

      The guards poured water onto the defeated men. Verd woke with a start. His nose had bled, leaving a trail past his mouth and down his chin. He blinked and spluttered, shaking his head.

      “You go on with them,” Narine said. “I can take care of myself. Besides, I need to spend time honing my talent.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes, Adyn. Not only can I take care of myself, where would I be safer than here, in my father’s palace?”

      “True.” Adyn smirked as two men helped Pelton to his feet. “I’ll see you after lunch then.”

      “All right. Don’t drink too much or you’ll sleep the rest of the day.”

      Adyn flashed a grin. “I can’t make any promises.”

      Narine smiled as she turned away. Adyn had a way of making her grin even when her mood suggested otherwise. She turned from the sparring yard and crossed the small plaza beside it before entering a tunnel.

      She emerged in a neighboring courtyard, her slippered feet making little sound as she crossed the marble tiles, descended a short flight of stairs, and climbed a small footbridge. She paused to gaze into water running down a tall wall, the mist mixing with sunbeams to create a rainbow. Water pooled at the bottom before funneling into a narrow brook that ran directly beneath the bridge where she stood. The sound soothed her, bringing her inner self to a tranquil place. She turned and walked onto the next patio, stopping in the center.

      Orange trees, thick with fruit, stood before her. Birds chirped, singing to one another. A butterfly flitted past, settling on a purple flower in the planter to her right. It then flew up, over the trees, and disappeared beyond the citadel’s outer wall.

      With a sense of peace in her heart, Narine closed her eyes. Concentrate, she told herself.

      The chirping of birds in nearby trees fell away, as did the heat of the sun on her back. Gone were the bubbling fountain and the hard marble tiles beneath her feet. Even the scent from the orange trees faded as she focused on her magic.

      Although the construct of illusion was among the most difficult to master, it came more easily for women than men. Narine had made illusion her focus, determined to rise to the challenge with the hope of discovering applications other wizards had never attempted. Few wizards dedicated themselves to illusion, which made it among the least researched. Unlike the other, more practical constructs, illusions were fed by one’s imagination.

      Extending her arm, a disk of white magic formed around her hand. With a focused effort, she bent the pattern to her will, twisting it, extending it until the light and color coalesced into a three-dimensional form that continued to expand. Tendrils of magic danced and wove around her, transforming the elegant outdoor courtyard into something else. The sun dimmed as a ceiling appeared above and walls encircled the area. She left a window in place, allowing sunlight to filter through. A bed appeared in one corner, another near it. The wardrobe, mirror, and dresser followed. The tiles darkened to orange, green, and gray, the door a heavy, dark-stained wood.

      Spinning about, she saw her old room at Tiadd as she remembered it. With it was the smell of salt air carried by the breeze. The wispy curtains billowed in a slow, ruffling motion.

      Narine had spent years practicing this particular illusion, honing it, perfecting it. The result had greatly impressed her instructors. Nothing else she produced came close.

      A man walked through the wall, startling her. The illusion fell apart, unraveling in threads of color, fading into the ether.

      “Illusion,” Eldalain said. “Difficult to master. You have a knack for it.”

      As usual, Klondon hovered a few strides behind Eldalain, grim and silent.

      Narine nodded to her brother. “Thank you.”

      “However, such a skill won’t get you far.” He absently twisted the ring, a gold band embedded with polished black onyx, on the middle finger of his right hand. Narine could never recall seeing him without the ring. “How can you use it to secure your position? You can’t exactly defeat an enemy with an illusion.”

      “Not everything is a power struggle, Eldalain.”

      He snorted. “Not even you are naïve enough to believe that.”

      She fell quiet. Her relationship with her half-brother had always been distant. With a two-decade gap in age, a different mother, and little in common, he had largely avoided her during her younger years. The man’s abrasive nature had caused the young version of herself to avoid him, as well. Since her return from Tiadd, he seemed to perceive her as a threat. She needed to alter his perception.

      Narine forced a smile. “I am glad you are here.”

      His brow arched. “You are?” He sounded doubtful.

      “Yes.” She did her best to sound engaging. “While I have been trained to use my talent, I have been away for quite some time. I could use a mentor – someone to guide me, someone whom I trust. I would very much like it to be you.”

      He blinked, visibly taken aback. “A mentor?” He said the word as if it were foreign. “I had never considered taking on a protégée.”

      Eldalain studied her, his dark eyes calculating. His glare lacked emotion, as if he were something other than human. He stood immobile, as if made of stone. She couldn’t even tell if he was breathing. The effect discomforted her.

      Narine resisted the urge to turn away and forced herself to push forward. “I would be honored if you would accept.”

      Eldalain continued to stare at her, the gaze from his dark, sunken eyes boring into her, almost like he sought to break her with his will alone. Two strides behind him, Klondon’s scowl added to the pressure of the moment, as if a landslide was about to crash down and crush her. Fear twisted her innards.

      Perhaps this was a mistake.

      Footsteps drew her attention. Eldalain spun, turning toward the approaching squad of guards. Captain Burrock was in the front, accompanied by four of the Indigo Hounds. They crossed the bridge and came to a stop just strides from Eldalain.

      “Prince Eldalain,” Burrock said in greeting.

      “Captain.” Eldalain gave the man a brief nod.

      “Your father has a new task for you.” Burrock’s gaze flicked to Narine. “It is of some urgency. I fear you won’t like it much.”

      A silent exchange seemed to pass between Burrock and Eldalain. Finally, Narine’s bother said, “Go on.”

      “Your cousin, Heldain appears in dire straits. Grendath and some others have him trapped in Castle Dorban and demand he cede control of the city. Apparently, they are unhappy with the tax increase your father and Heldain enacted last summer.”

      “I only just returned from Westhold,” Eldalain grumbled. “Now I have to ride to Dorban and bail Heldain out of something he should be able to handle himself?”

      Burrock frowned. “It is what it is, Eldalain. If you wish to deny your father, you must tell him yourself.”

      Eldalain glared at Burrock, his eyes alight as he began to glow with his magic. Narine knew the others couldn’t see it, but all took a step backward, save Klondon. The bodyguard stood ready with his palm on the handle of the gruesome battleaxe he carried. For a moment, she feared Eldalain might unleash his magic and destroy Burrock and his escort on the spot. The glow dimmed, the man dismissing his magic with the wave of a hand.

      “Fine,” Eldalain sneered before spinning to face Narine. “We will resume this discussion when I return.”

      Her brother stomped off, the guards separating as he walked directly between them. All remained silent until he was far across the courtyard and approaching the palace entrance.

      “Your brother is growing frustrated with his role,” Burrock said quietly before glancing toward Narine. “I fear things between him and his father will soon come to a head. While his magic is daunting, and he doesn’t carry the years weighing upon Taladain, how can he hope to stand against the might of a wizard lord?”

      Burrock walked away and the guards followed, their dark purple cloaks swirling behind them, leaving Narine alone with a lingering sense of dread.
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      The peal of bells greeted the rising sun, and the portcullis began to rise. Travelers – some on foot, some on horseback, some on wagons – began to filter into Fastella. Perched on the roof of The Briar Patch, an inn located across the square inside the gate, Jace waited. Back when he lived in Fastella, he had spent many evenings in the taproom tossing dice with travelers who were unaware of his exploits. A number of years and many escapades had passed since then, but some of his favorite memories came from The Briar Patch.

      The square below began to fill with farmers’ carts and citizens seeking fresh produce. A beggar, a young boy Jace did not know, settled at one intersection. He was sure the boy worked for Cordelia. They all did.

      A familiar sound arose – the steadily rising staccato of horses approaching. A cluster of twenty-some riders emerged from a narrow street and crossed the square. At their head was a standard depicting a purple hound on a field of yellow. The robed figure beside the pennant was easy to place. Tall and thin with a brown beard and dark eyes, Eldalain led his retinue through the gate and out of the city. A distant shout arose as the man kicked his horse forward, his entire squad racing north at a gallop.

      Jace smiled. “At least some things remain predictable.”

      He noticed a flicker of movement on the roof beside his own. It didn’t take him long to guess who it might be.

      “You can come out, Rindle,” Jace shouted.

      Rindle stood and approached, his frown mirroring his thin mustache. “What are you up to, Jerrell?”

      “I thought it might be a nice morning for some rooftop thinking.”

      “Really? Overlooking the gate where Prince Eldalain just rode out?”

      “Was that him?” Jace did his best to sound shocked. “Huh. I wonder where he is heading.”

      “Come now, Jerrell,” Rindle snarled. “I don’t know why Cordelia places so much faith in you.”

      “Perhaps it is my handsome looks. Or maybe even my charm.” Jace grinned. “Or maybe it’s because I have yet to fail.”

      “Things change,” Rindle sneered. “I had never failed, either, until your interference.”

      “I was merely doing my job. It’s not my fault you took the same contract with another party.”

      “Yes. Cordelia.”

      “And that was when she invited me in.”

      “Her mistake.”

      Jace sighed. “Why not just let it go, Rindle? The past is the past. Leave it there and look toward the future. I don’t want your job, nor do I wish to control these streets. I plan to complete my contract and leave Fastella, which can’t come soon enough.”

      “That’s why you sent Eldalain away,” Rindle said with narrowed eyes. “You wanted him out of your hair so you could get to Taladain without having to deal with two wizards.”

      Jace snickered. “Amazing. You actually have a brain in that pin-sized head.”

      Rindle glared back. “Keep laughing. Your arrogance will be the end of you.”

      “Of that, I have no doubt. However, many years will pass before then.”

      “Don’t be so sure.” Rindle walked away, speaking over his shoulder. “Good luck with Taladain. You’ll need it.”

      Jace frowned, watching Rindle’s back as the man departed. He knows something. Whatever it is, he believes it will be the end of me.

      After stewing a moment longer, Jace decided it was time to return to the inn. He ran across three rooftops before leaping the gap over a narrow alley. Continuing, he crossed another eight rooftops, then moved to the edge. A familiar building stood across the street, the front adorned with a sign depicting a goat licking the foam off a tankard of ale.

      The climb down to the second-story balcony was a simple task. The drop from the balcony to the front porch awning took but a moment. When he lowered himself to the street, he smiled at a well-dressed woman walking past. A big man walked at her side, glaring at him with suspicious eyes. The woman had pale hair, blue eyes, and sufficient curves to draw Jace’s attention. Despite his best smile, the woman frowned and steered clear, giving him a sidelong look of disdain, as if he were covered in manure.

      “Stuck-up wizardess,” he muttered, glaring at her bodyguard’s back.

      The bodyguard’s head was on a swivel, watching for any threats as he escorted the woman he was paid to protect. There was a time Jace had considered becoming a bodyguard, deciding against it. Lacking height and bulk, others constantly underestimated him, which was a bad fit. A good bodyguard had an intimidating appearance, the mere threat of their presence doing most of the work. Jace was just too inviting a target. He didn’t need that sort of aggravation.

      He entered the inn and passed through the dining area where three tables were occupied by guests having breakfast. A hand went to his inside coat pocket, confirming the item he had retrieved that morning had not fallen out. Thank Gheald, he thought. The jeweler had done a fine job, but the fast turnaround had cost Jace double. To lose it after paying five gold pieces would be more than disheartening.

      He cut through the building and emerged in the stable yard.

      Rhoa and Rawk were there, her standing on his shoulders. Rawk’s thick hands gripped her ankles.

      “Now, let go and hold your palms open in front of you,” Rhoa instructed.

      Rawk did as she asked, slowly releasing his grip. With her arms extended for balance, she shifted one foot, then the other, until she stood on his palms. Jace leaned against the wall and crossed his legs at the ankles to watch the show.

      Rhoa spoke while balancing on the short man’s palms. “When I bend my knees, wait a beat, then push up with all your might.”

      “All right,” Rawk said.

      Still balancing on Rawk’s hands, just above his shoulders, Rhoa squatted. With a grunt, Rawk thrust his arms up. At the same time, Rhoa leapt, twisting and flipping in the air, her arms in tight, her body spinning in a blur. She fell toward the ground, uncoiled, and landed lightly, her feet shifting slightly to avoid falling before she raised her arms high and bowed.

      Hal, who sat in the shade of the stable wall, clapped and whooped.

      Jace joined the stable hand’s applause, clapping as he strolled to the middle of the yard. “Very nice, Rhoa. Perhaps we do have a shot with this little show.”

      The clopping of hooves came from the alley just before a familiar horse emerged. A small cart followed, Salvon holding the reins.

      “Whoa,” the old man shouted and pulled the horse to a stop.

      Hal stood and dusted off his trousers. He then walked to Jabbers and began disconnecting him from the cart.

      “Where have you been?” Jace asked.

      Salvon climbed down and dug through the back of his cart. “Procuring costumes.” He pulled out a bundle of blue and red cloth, tossing it to Rhoa.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      Salvon grinned and reached for the next bundle. “That, my dear, is a jester costume.” He then tossed the other bundle to Rawk.

      “What is a jester?” Rawk’s face twisted in question.

      “I am so glad you asked,” Salvon said with a smile. “In my travels, I have been many places and seen many things. Decades ago, I was part of a show featuring floridly dressed characters known as jesters. I would play lively tunes while these jesters performed. Adorned with bells on their hats and shoes, they would perform comedic acts with an acrobatic flair.”

      Jace crossed his arms. “What does that mean?”

      “Rawk and Rhoa are going to give Taladain a show unlike any other. I will recite a tale of a ridiculous hero, while they act it out in a combination of acrobatic stunts and physical comedy.”

      Jace held his question while he waited for Hal to walk Jabbers into the stable. He then leaned toward Salvon. “What about me?”

      “Oh, I have that figured out, as well.” The old man gave Jace a nod. “It was your idea to procure a position as a servant in the palace. You will proceed with your plan and help us gain additional intelligence. When the time comes, you must ensure you are among the servants present while we perform. Of course, the performance will not end quite the way Lord Taladain expects.”

      Jace frowned. “I don’t yet have the proper clothing for a servant. You keep changing the plans on me, so I didn’t bother visiting a tailor.”

      Salvon reached into the back of his cart and drew out another bundle, tossing it to Jace. “Already addressed, my dear boy. I believe you will find it fits you well enough.” He grinned. “You don’t even need to dress as a woman this time, Jerrell.”

      Eyes narrowed, Jace stared at the man. “You have done some research, I see.”

      “You are not the only one with eyes and ears in this city. I would not have survived this long without a few tricks of my own. Information is a valuable commodity, as you are quite aware.”

      “Who is Jerrell?” Rhoa asked.

      Salvon arched a brow. “You have never heard of the great Jerrell Landish?”

      She furrowed her brow at Jace. “Isn’t that the name you asked me about when we first met?”

      “Yes.”

      “If you don’t know of Jerrell Landish, perhaps you have heard of the trouble High Wizard Montague ran into a few years ago?” Salvon arched his brow at Jace. “It involves some rather…lewd behavior.”

      “That was a contract I should have declined,” Jace muttered.

      Rhoa glared at him. “Why the fake name?”

      Jace grit his teeth, not caring for the path the discussion was taking. Reluctantly, he explained. “The Montague encounter wasn’t my only famous exploit. The name Jerrell became too well known and drew too much attention. A couple years ago, I began using Jace as a way to remain less conspicuous.”

      “I don’t understand,” Rawk said. “Who is this Jerrell?”

      Salvon clapped Rawk on the shoulder while smiling at Jace. “Jerrell Landish is a master thief, able to break into any stronghold. He can even steal the smallclothes right off you without you knowing it.”

      Rawk’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Why would you wish to steal someone else’s smallclothes?”

      “Why, indeed,” Salvon said, still grinning at Jace.

      Jace growled, “Perhaps someone bet a large sum that it couldn’t be done.”

      Salvon laughed. “I knew it!”

      Rhoa crossed her arms. “If you try to steal my smallclothes, you’ll find yourself leaking blood from a hole you would rather not have.”

      Jace sighed. “Oh, for Gheald’s sake. I’m not going to steal anyone’s smallclothes. It was a one-time thing.”

      “I suppose stripping a wizard naked and tying him to a bed was also a one-time thing?” Salvon’s grin grew wider.

      “Of course it was!” Frustrated, Jace squeezed his fists until his knuckles turned white. “I don’t have to explain my actions to you, so just let it drop.”

      The old man laughed. Even Rhoa and Rawk chuckled as Jace glared back at them.

      “If you three are through harassing me, I need to change and see about a job at the palace.”

      Laughter continued while Jace stomped to the rear entrance of the inn, opened the door, and slammed it behind him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            35

          

          

      

    

    







            A Fatal Mistake

          

        

      

    

    
      Amber light from the setting sun streamed through the window at the end of the palace corridor. Narine poked her head into the parlor where her father often dined but found it empty. She continued on, wondering where the man might be hiding. She disliked eating alone, and Adyn was otherwise occupied, something about another bet between her and Burrock’s men. Even so, she sought her father with reluctance overcome by sheer determination. She feared her brother even more than her father and needed to gain his support before Eldalain returned.

      After descending two flights, she crossed the receiving hall and stepped outside. The towering pillars surrounding Taladain’s private theatre cast long shadows. It was a circular area with a sunken marble floor in the middle. Stairs surrounded the floor and gave the area the appearance of an oversized bowl. At one end, a ten-foot-tall platform five strides across and just as deep split the stairs, jutting into the bowl like a tongue. Her father sat alone upon the platform. The man’s chair was coated in purple velvet in contrast to his golden robes.

      A group of four performers occupied the bowl. Two juggled red balls, while another rolled a large, metal ball across his shoulders. The last performer balanced a cane on his forehead while circling the floor. Narine circled the area, passing tall, alabaster columns holding up nothing but air. When she reached the platform, a pair of servants emerged from the shadows, scurrying forward with a much smaller, simpler chair than the one her father used. With the chair placed beside Taladain’s, she sat. One servant placed a glass in her hand and filled it with water, before both hurried away.

      The jugglers set the red balls aside and began to light torches, tossing them into the air and passing them between each other. The man rolling the ball across his body weaved around the jugglers in a figure eight, crossing the path of the flying torches with perfect timing.

      Narine glanced at her father, who focused on the performance. His brow was furrowed, but otherwise, his face held little expression. The man had reportedly always enjoyed acts of grandeur from those more skilled than himself. According to those stories, he used to show enthusiasm while watching a performance such as this. In this and everything else, his display of emotion had waned over the years, but never to this level. His lack of response troubled her.

      What has happened to him?

      When she turned back toward the performance, the jugglers had added knives to the mix, tossing and catching them in turn with the burning torches. The blades flickered as they spun, black smoke trailing the twirling torches. The man who had been balancing the cane on his forehead set it aside and lifted a small wooden chair. Holding it up, he set one leg on his forehead and let go. Amazingly, it did not fall, but the man had to move about quickly to maintain the balance. He moved one step too far, knocking into a flying torch and altering its path. A juggler tried to catch the torch but missed. It tumbled to the tiles. The distraction proved to be a fatal mistake.

      The knife following the torch sliced the juggler’s hand. He pulled away, and the next torch also fell to the floor, the wood clacking on the marble. The juggler clutched at his bloody hand and grit his teeth. The man balancing the chair stepped onto the fallen torch, the cylinder rolling beneath his foot and causing him to slip. He landed on his rear, hard, as the chair fell with a clatter.

      Narine laughed at the sight. Her father did not.

      Taladain stood, his face red with fury.

      “You call this a performance?” he bellowed. “A spectacle beyond praise, you claimed.”

      Narine sensed the rush of magic before he lifted his hand. The glow surrounding him grew bright enough to force Narine to squint. She watched in horror as her father’s arm lashed out, a ball of fire bursting forth. It struck the man with the injured hand, who ignited in flames. Screaming, he stumbled about, flailing, while the other performers scrambled out of his way. The burning man fell to the tiles and ceased moving. The other three backed away in terror.

      One of the men turned to Taladain. “Please, Your Lordship. I beg of you. Let us try again. We can do better.”

      “Yes, you can.”

      Taladain’s words were like ice, lacking the heat he had previously shown. It was even more frightening than his anger.

      Taladain twisted his hand, and the air in the arena began to spin with it, instantly becoming a small, powerful tornado. The three remaining performers, the burning man, the chair, the balls, the torches, and the blades lifted off the floor, spinning in a circle, floating higher and higher as they spun faster and faster. The wind buffeted Narine, nearly knocking her off the chair. Her father’s robes flapped, but the man stood, unmoving, as if made of stone. Screams and cries came from the men trapped in the tornado.

      Narine stood and tugged on her father’s arm, pleading in a voice loud enough to hear over the roar. “Please, Father! You mustn’t! They don’t deserve this!”

      He glared at her, his eyes unfamiliar and inhuman. “Would you have me suffer such impudence? Should I reward their failure?”

      “Of course not, but there are more appropriate means to punish them.”

      His glare made her feel like running away. It burned with an intense hatred she did not understand. What has become of him?

      Finally, he nodded. “Fine.”

      With the flick of his hand, the tornado stopped. The performers and objects trapped in the winds sailed off in scattered directions. Bodies broke against columns and walls before falling to the floor in crumpled piles, one man landing just strides away from Narine. She covered her mouth and backed away while he stared back with dead eyes, his brain oozing from a cracked scull. Turning, she found the others in a similar condition – bloody with broken bones and organs exposed, dead.

      “You got what you wanted, Narine.” Taladain’s voice sounded hollow, emotionless. “I had planned a longer, more painful end. For you, I was merciful.”

      He spun on his heel and headed toward the door, leaving his horrified daughter behind.
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        * * *

      

      Jace stood in the shadows, thankful to be out of the hot sun. The servant uniform he wore didn’t fit quite right. The breeches were too long, as were the sleeves of the jacket. Having just arrived that morning, Ruthers, the man who ran the palace staff, said he supposed it was the best he could do on short notice.

      The man had read over the references Jace provided and asked some pointed questions. Among the places Jace claimed to have worked was Castle Lionne. His memory of his encounter with High Wizard Montague proved to be of great worth. Ruthers was familiar with the castle and the wizard, so the questions he asked Jace were clearly intended to disprove the claimed experience. While leaning heavily on his lone visit to the castle, Jace replied with confidence. Satisfied, Ruthers hired him on the spot.

      After showing Jace to his quarters in the basement, Ruthers had assigned him to changing the bedding for High Priest Faldom and the other clerics. It was an ironic request, so very close to the nature of his prior visits to those chambers. Still, he did as requested, then had a quick lunch before he was off to his next task, which involved walking throughout the palace and replacing spent candles with fresh ones. Before Jace had finished the job, Ruthers tracked him down and told him he was required for a more important task.

      Upon learning he was to attend Taladain during a performance, Jace had considered it a stroke of luck. He joined another servant named Hoann, the pair of them following Taladain out to an outdoor theatre of unique design. Tall columns atop marble stairs encircled the floor of the theatre. Taladain sat on a throne set upon a marble platform at one end. Guards then escorted four men dressed in colorful garb and carrying bags of props. The guards took position at the door while the four performers took the floor.

      The troupe began to juggle and balance items. They had skill, but the tricks did not impress Jace. With a little practice, he was sure he could do the same. He could already juggle five balls at once and was quite adept with a knife. Swapping the balls for torches seemed a trivial adjustment.

      A girl appeared at the edge of the arena, her hair the color of honey, her blue eyes sparkling like the water in Fastella Bay, her curves making Jace’s blood boil. The woman walked just inside the circle of pillars, above the rim of the performance bowl, and approached Taladain, her rounded hips swaying with every step.

      Hoann elbowed Jace. “Come on. The princess needs a chair.”

      Princess Narine?

      He recalled her from years past, when she was a young, yellow-haired teen riding past in a palanquin, smiling and waving to the people of Fastella. Other than thinking her a spoiled brat, he could recall little else.

      Stirred by Hoann’s reminder, Jace lifted the chair, while the other servant strode forward with a glass and a carafe of water. The two of them met the princess just as she reached Taladain’s side. As he slid the chair behind her, Jace noticed the curve of her bottom beneath her skirt and wondered how she might appear in tight breeches.

      The princess sat and accepted the glass from Hoann, who filled it before backing away. The man tugged on Jace’s coat, and they both melted back into the shadows.

      The act continued for a few more minutes. During the entire process, Taladain remained silent and unmoving. He just stared at the bowl and the men performing there.

      Then calamity struck – a dropped torch, a sliced hand, a man down.

      Lord Taladain stood and bellowed at the performers. The hair rose on Jace’s arms, warning him of magic being used. One man burst into flames, screaming and flailing about, while the others scrambled out of the way. The men pleaded with Taladain for mercy. His response was anything but.

      The wizard lord whirled his arm and unleashed a magic-induced tornado. The men in the troupe lifted off the ground and spun in circles, faster and faster while rising higher and higher. The wind buffeted Jace, although he stood a dozen strides away from Taladain. A glance at the man beside him revealed Hoann’s face etched in terror, his back pressed against the wall. Rather than feeling lucky to be present, Jace suddenly wished for somewhere to hide

      The princess appealed to her father. The wizard lord directed a menacing glare at his own daughter. Jace feared he might strike her dead then and there. After a long, tension-filled moment, Taladain waved his arm and the tornado stopped. Everything broke free from the wind, launching bodies and other items into walls and pillars before they fell to the marble floor.

      A brief exchange between Taladain and his daughter took place before the wizard strode off and disappeared into the palace with the guards trailing him. Jace looked down at the nearest corpse, not more than three strides away. It was one of the jugglers, his eyes locked in a death stare, his neck bent in an unnatural way. Blood leaked from his ear and his eyes. He was undoubtedly dead.

      The princess turned, her eyes meeting Jace’s. In those beautiful blue eyes, he caught a glimpse of a frightened girl. Just as quickly, the look was gone, replaced by a hardened princess.

      “I have decided I’ll not be having dinner after all,” she said, looking down her nose at Jace, her voice irritatingly haughty. “Tell Ruthers I will take breakfast shortly after sunrise.”

      The woman lifted her skirts and walked away, calm and collected. Jace watched her departure.

      “Oh my,” Hoann said, swallowing hard. “This is horrible.”

      “Thank Gheald it wasn’t us,” Jace said in agreement. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      Hoann’s face turned red as he stepped into Jace’s path. Through clenched teeth, he said, “Didn’t you wonder why nobody wants this job? Didn’t you think it odd you would be chosen to attend Lord Taladain on your very first day?”

      Jace shrugged. “I figured it was luck.”

      “Luck?” Hoann pointed at the dead man beside him. “Does this look like luck?”

      “Well, no.”

      “Good. Because it gets worse.”

      “How could it get worse?”

      “You and I get to clean up this mess.”
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      Narine rose with the sun, weary. Her sleep had been fitful, filled with nightmares and corpses while her father and brother laughed maniacally at her distress.

      Across her chamber, she found Adyn sprawled out on the sofa, still clothed. The odor of alcohol wafted up from the bodyguard. Narine put her hands on her hips and stared down with a disapproving glare that was wasted on the unconscious woman. It wasn’t surprising. Burrock’s men liked to drink, and Adyn enjoyed competition. The only wonder was how she had made it back to the room. Even if Narine had been sleeping well, she would have heard Adyn stumbling about in the dark, trying to find the sofa. Everyone in her wing of the palace had likely heard it.

      With a sigh, Narine turned and walked to the mirror. The woman staring back had bloodshot eyes, her blonde hair a mess. She considered heading to the baths, then decided a thorough wash could wait another day. Using soap, a sponge, and a bowl of water, she washed herself the best she could before donning a fresh shift. Next came the brush combing the snarls from her hair, grumbling and complaining at their resistance, eventually proving their master.

      All the while, Adyn slept.

      After perusing her wardrobe, Narine chose a simple, lavender dress. It wasn’t her favorite color, but the dress was newer than the others and wasn’t as snug in the chest or hips. She then placed a headdress of gold with purple stones onto her head to keep her hair back.

      The person in the mirror had transformed. A princess now stared back, save for the bloodshot eyes. It will have to do.

      A knock on the door drew her attention. She shot a glance at Adyn, who replied with a soft snore.

      “Don’t bother,” Narine said. “I’ll get it myself.”

      She padded across the room and opened the door. Ruthers stood in the corridor, the man as impeccably dressed as ever, his coat pressed, collar starched.

      “Your father has requested your presence for breakfast.” Ruthers held out a note, her father’s crest of a crowned dog’s head pressed into the wax seal. “It will be served shortly.”

      The man bowed and walked down the corridor, passing the guard on duty. Narine stared down at the note while closing the door. She broke the seal, tearing it open and unfolding it.

      

      Daughter,

      I suspect you are upset by my poor reaction to yesterday’s failed performance. In retrospect, I acted in haste. The judgment dealt was in excess of the transgression. I wish to apologize over breakfast. Join me in my chamber once you receive this missive.

      Your father,

      Lord Taladain Killarius.

      

      Narine folded the note with mixed emotions. The look in her father’s eyes when she had last seen him had been terrifyingly cruel. His desire to apologize restored a bit of her faith in him, but doubts remained. Still, he was the Lord of Ghealdor, and it would be unwise to deny his request, even for his own daughter.

      Folding the note, she approached the sofa and gave the sleeping woman a gentle kick.

      “What?” Adyn sat up, blinking. “I’m ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      Adyn rubbed her eyes and brought her other foot to the floor, remaining seated on the sofa. With her hand shielding her eyes, she squinted up at Narine. “Not for this sunlight, that’s for sure.”

      “You smell like a taproom after a brawl. How much did you drink last night?”

      Adyn shook her head. “I’m not sure. Just enough to outdrink Verd.” She smiled. “Last I saw, he was face down on a table.”

      “What is it with you and him?”

      “Dunno.” Adyn shrugged. “He’s a blowhard and isn’t very smart, but he is attractive enough, and the man’s body may have been sculpted by Gheald himself.”

      “You didn’t,” Narine said, aghast.

      Adyn chuckled in reply. “Not yet. I’m going to make him chase me a while. In the meantime, he’ll continue to challenge me, and I’ll do my best to make him look a fool.”

      “It amazes me we can be such friends, yet I still cannot fathom your views toward men.”

      “What’s to fathom? I see one I want, I get what I need, then move along. It’s no mystery.”

      Narine sighed. “I wish I had your…open views.”

      “You could try it, you know. If you find a man who knows his way about a woman, it’s quite wonderful.”

      “Adyn!” Narine said, her cheeks flush.

      Adyn chuckled, then held her head with a moan, as if the laughter caused her pain. “You are too easy.”

      “Actually, I am not easy. I thought that part was clear.”

      “I meant you are too easily embarrassed.”

      Narine straightened her back, her tone shifting toward propriety. “I was raised as a princess, and we royalty must be careful to whom we gift our bodies.”

      Adyn stood with a groan, stretching. “Well, don’t wait too long to share your gift. It might spoil if it goes unused for too long.”

      Narine’s eyes widened. She gasped and took a swing at Adyn’s shoulder. “You tart!”

      Lightning-quick, Adyn dodged Narine’s weak attempt at violence, then darted off, laughing.

      “I’ll get you, Adyn. You just watch.”

      “See. You are doing it wrong. Instead of chasing me, you need to find a man to target – a man who takes your breath away.”

      “I would prefer a man who can make me laugh.”

      “In bed?”

      “No!” Narine retorted before applying further consideration. “Well, perhaps afterward. I am not like you. Before I give my body to a man, he must lay claim to my heart. He must have goodness inside him. He must make me laugh and have the ability to bring joy to my life.” Her gaze shifted toward the floor, her thoughts turning sour. “That is, if my father allows me to follow my heart. He may have…other plans for me.”

      The thought of being bound to a man out of duty was disheartening. It had always been a possibility, and it was a subject Narine was reluctant to broach with her father. Avoiding such a fate, even if just for eight years, had been a driving factor for Narine’s journey to Tiadd. Now a fully trained wizardess, the pool of possible suiters had been reduced. No wizard would choose a wife whose talent outmatched his own. Still, it was possible her father could demand she marry some other prince to secure her future and the interest of Ghealdor.

      Adyn must have read Narine’s mood shift. Closing the gap, she wrapped her arms about her, hugging her tightly, her face in Narine’s hair. “Don’t ever change,” Adyn whispered.

      With Narine’s head on Adyn’s shoulder, she could smell the woman better than she wished. “Speaking of changes, you could use a change of clothing.” Narine turned her head and pinched her nose. “And a bath.”

      Adyn stepped back, nodding. “Yes. I figured as much.”

      Narine reread the note in her hand, unsure of how to perceive it. “My father requested I join him for breakfast. I… I should go meet him now.”

      “Perfect,” Adyn said. “I’ll walk you there, then head down to the baths.” She grinned again. “Too bad we aren’t in Balmoria. I hear the men and women share baths there.”

      A smile on her face, Narine followed Adyn across the room. “You are incorrigible.”

      “I do what I can,” Adyn said, opening the door.

      The two women walked down the corridor, past the guard, and up a flight of stairs. When they reached her father’s chamber, Narine knocked. A moment later, Ruthers opened the door and stepped aside to allow her in.

      Adyn said, “I will grab a quick meal after my bath and should be up here waiting by the time you finish.”

      “Very good,” Narine said before entering the room.

      Her father’s chamber was more like a series of large, connected apartments. The room she entered had a light, airy feel with a high ceiling and windowed doors open to a long balcony. In the room were two plush sofas and two chairs to match, positioned before a tall, arched fireplace made of pale marble. A purple, woven rug covered the floor in the sitting area, the rest of the floor consisting of glossy, alabaster tiles. Elaborate artwork covered the walls, and two chandeliers hung from the ceiling, one on each end of the room. Below one chandelier was a modestly sized, ornate dining table with eight empty chairs.

      Taladain’s bedroom and private bath waited beyond the table, through an open doorway. Beyond the bedroom was the man’s private study – a room strictly forbidden to all others, even Ruthers. Narine and Adyn had snuck into the room once years ago. It was filled with books, diagrams, and odd relics of unknown power. The only window in the room was on the east wall, facing the moon. While Narine and Adyn had dared to venture into the room, the mere thought of being caught had kept them from snooping any further. Instead, they had run off and hid in the orange grove beside her favorite courtyard. There, they told each other stories from their imagination, inventing outlandish magical applications for the objects hidden in the study. The memory brought a smile to Narine’s face, recalling a simpler time, a time of innocence and discovery.

      “Ah, Narine,” her father said from the balcony where he had been sitting. He rose to his feet. “I am pleased you have come.”

      The smile remained on her face, feeling less forced than it would have otherwise been. She crossed the room and stepped through the open door into the sunlight.

      “Thank you for inviting me, Father.” She curtsied. He waved it off, stepping close to give her a hug. She returned the gesture, awkwardly. She couldn’t recall the last time the man had hugged her, if ever.

      He stepped back with his hands on her shoulders, looking into her eyes. “If I frightened you yesterday, I apologize. It was a trying day, and I had little sleep the night prior. I…may have overreacted.”

      Narine maintained a straight face. “Thank you, Father.” She urgently searched for a proper response but grasped only empty air. Anything would either be a lie or risk his anger.

      “Please.” The man took his chair at the end of the table and gestured to the one beside him. “Sit.”

      Narine did as she was asked. A soft clap from Ruthers sent the servants, who had been lingering in the shade along the outer palace wall, into action. Cups were filled with fresh-squeezed orange juice directly from the palace grove. Warm bread was placed on the table, along with fresh fruit and hot sausages.

      Both father and daughter ate in silence as birds in the trees below serenaded them. In the distance, ships set sail, heading out of the harbor and off to another port. Narine hated sailing, or at least her stomach did, but she found herself longing to sail off to another place. Her time at Tiadd had changed her in many ways, and she now found her life at the palace disjointed – lacking purpose and filled with discomfort. There seemed to be little she could do about the latter, so she chose to address the former.

      “Father.” She waited for him to look up at her. “Now that I have been properly trained, I would like to use my abilities and position to help make Ghealdor a stronger nation.”

      A frown appeared in his beard, his brow furrowing. “What do you have in mind?”

      “I… I don’t know for sure. I just feel as if I wake each day without a purpose. You have found a role for Eldalain. Perhaps you can find a role for me, as well.”

      “Do you believe you are ready to face other wizards? Men of power who have been practicing magic far longer than you?”

      Narine faltered. “No. Not exactly. Isn’t there some other way I can use my magic? Must it only be used as a weapon?”

      He grunted. “Magic does have other applications, but none I have found particularly useful.”

      “If I think of something, will you consider it?”

      He shrugged. “I will listen. If you propose something that offers positive gain, I will consider it.”

      Narine nodded, claiming it as a minor victory. She would need to consider her plan carefully and have all questions answered before proposing anything. The thought ran through her head as she ate. The two of them attempted conversation a few times, the subjects light and meaningless, but each time, the well soon dried. He had hardly spoken to her in the past, and she could not forget what happened the previous day, could not forget the way her father had killed innocent men for a mere misstep. Worse was the look in his eye while he did it.

      Finished, she set her napkin aside and stood. “If you will excuse me, I told Adyn I would meet her.”

      “Before you go,” her father said. “Ruthers has found another group of performers who wish to entertain at the palace. They are to perform tomorrow, just before sunset. I would like you to join me so we can enjoy the show together.”

      Images of broken bodies and pools of blood on white marble flashed before her eyes. Her heart began to pound at the thought of another episode.

      “I promise it will go better.” The tone in his voice was somewhere between sadness and pleading.

      When she tried to respond, a croak came out. She swallowed in an attempt to wet her dry throat and said, “Very well.”

      Not trusting herself to say anything more, Narine spun and hurried toward the door. Despite the ostensibly pleasantness he displayed toward her, the man had struck a bell of fear in her that would not stop ringing. It was like an alarm, warning of danger.
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        * * *

      

      Rhoa stepped out of the bathing room, untangling her wet hair with a brush. It had been a long day with her and Rawk rehearsing the same routine over and over, just as she and Salvon had scripted. They had considered incorporating Rawk’s stone-shaping abilities but decided against the idea. There was no need to alert Taladain or anyone else to what Rawk could do.

      The leap at the end of the performance still needed additional practice, something they had to modify at mid-day after receiving a message from Jace. His note highlighted something unexpected – the height of the viewing platform where Taladain sat during performances. Concern about the issue consumed her thoughts as she entered The Thirsty Goat dining room.

      Dinner time was approaching, and the tables had begun to fill. Rawk and Salvon sat at one of the tables, the latter spotting Rhoa and waving her over. With the brush at her side, she crossed the room.

      “Any news?” Rhoa asked Salvon.

      The man tapped the parchment on the table before him. “This is from Master Ruthers, the head of Lord Taladain’s household.”

      Her gaze shifted to the parchment. Anxiety swirled in her empty stomach.

      “Our proposal to perform has been accepted. We are to arrive tomorrow afternoon, two hours prior to sunset.”

      “Tomorrow?” Rhoa’s pulse suddenly raced. “We’ve only had three days to train. We’re not ready.” She leaned closer and whispered, “You read the note Jace sent. The man has no tolerance for a weak performance.”

      “Nonsense,” Salvon said. “You will do well enough, and if anything goes awry, I will assist by shifting my story.”

      “How can you not be concerned?”

      “I have faith in you, Rhoa.” Salvon’s voice grew quiet. “This is your chance. After ten years, the pieces have fallen into place and your destiny awaits. Isn’t this what you wanted?

      Rhoa sat back with a sigh. “Yes. I just…”

      She couldn’t think of what to say. Doubt coupled by worry stuck to her gut like a meal eaten too fast. For years, she had a singular goal but no idea how to accomplish it. Now she had the plan and the means, yet found herself unsure if she could follow it through. Never before had she killed a man. She was a day away from attempting to assassinate the most powerful man in Ghealdor, perhaps the world. Will I survive it? If so, what of my life afterward? Until now, her goal had never been within reach. Until now, she had never considered where her life might lead if she succeeded. Would she still be the same person if she survived? The lure of seeing Taladain dead had driven her for years. Once realized, what would remain?

      “Are you all right?” Rawk stared at Rhoa, which had become common.

      She sighed. “Yes. I just… I just wonder how we got to this point and what the future holds should we actually survive this crazy scheme.”

      Salvon patted her hand. “You are too strong a soul to allow the future to dictate your life, Rhoa. I believe in you. If this thing is possible, then you will succeed, and afterward, you will find another path – a path leading you to places you never imagined.”

      Rhoa nodded, thankful for the man’s sentiment.

      Inside, she was resigned to the fate she had chosen. She would see Taladain dead, and her death would inevitably follow. Her biggest regret was dragging others into her plot. They didn’t deserve to die, but she could find no other path to the end she had desired for so many years.
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      Jace hurried down the corridor, keenly aware of the dagger strapped to his calf and another up the sleeve of his coat. When he moved the wrong way, he could see the lump from the hilt on his leg. The servant trousers he wore weren’t made to hide such things. He didn’t know if the extra daggers would be of any use, but he had to arm himself with something. Going unarmed into a dangerous situation was against his nature, and his nature made most situations dangerous. This evening, he would be part of the most perilous venture of his life, which was no small feat.

      His footsteps, even in his servant shoes, made little sound as he sped down the hallway. Although he moved at a fast pace, stepping softly was a way of life, and it occurred without conscious effort. He rounded the corner and collided with a blonde woman.

      Princess Narine stumbled backward as the woman beside her lunged at him, leading with her elbow. Instincts took over and he ducked the blow, spinning away. The woman – tall, lithe, and dressed in black leather – appeared more like an assassin than a guard. Her sword was out in a flash and leveled at his chest. He recalled his role as a servant and cringed, doing his best to appear frightened.

      “It was an accident,” he whined.

      The princess had recovered her composure. She smoothed her dress, and Jace found his eyes following her hands. The hills and valleys they covered were majestic. He wondered at embarking on such a journey.

      “Put the sword away, Adyn,” the princess said. “Can’t you see he’s a member of the staff? He said it was an accident.”

      The tall brunette pressed her lips together, her narrowed eyes as sharp as her sword. “I don’t know this one, Narine. Have you seen him before?”

      “We have been in the palace for naught but a week. You likely haven’t seen half the staff.” Narine looked him in the eye and nodded. “He was there…at the performance.” Her face darkened. “The one I told you about.”

      Jace recalled the horrific event and saw the same troubled thoughts reflecting in Narine’s aqua-blue eyes. The sight of her had been his only pleasant memory from that day. Cleaning up the mess, well… He would rather never relive the ordeal.

      “Did you see how he dodged my attack?” Adyn’s blade was still pointed at Jace.

      Narine snorted. “I was a bit preoccupied trying to keep from falling onto my backside.”

      “What’s your name?” Adyn asked.

      “Chase,” he said, his voice pleading. “I’m… I’m new here. Just started as a steward two days ago. Please, don’t kill me.”

      “See,” said Narine. “He’s new. He likely replaced the older steward who died in his sleep a few days back. Now, put the sword away so we can be off. The performance will begin soon.”

      “Fine,” Adyn said, sounding unsatisfied. With apparent reluctance, she sheathed her blade.

      “Thank you.” Jace bowed to Narine. “Your Highness.”

      He then watched them walk past, his gaze lingering until he recalled his objective and ran to the storeroom at the end of the hallway. There, he retrieved a chair and hurried back down the corridor. He caught up to the princess and her escort as they stepped out into the outdoor theatre.

      The sky above was the deep blue of late afternoon, but the sun was hidden behind a dark cloudbank to the northwest. The air carried the smell of rain, a promise of what was to come.

      Doing his best to escape notice, Jace skirted the outer ring and placed the chair on the platform beside the waiting throne. He then backed away, ducking into the shadows along the wall where Hoann already waited.

      “Took you long enough,” Hoann whispered.

      “I ran into someone,” Jace said.

      The man furrowed his brow but let the issue drop.

      From the door at the opposite end of the space, Lord Taladain emerged, dressed in a dark purple robe with his customary metallic gold sash. On his head was a crown of gold with a large, purple amethyst in the center. He appeared the definition of regal. More so, he exuded the embodiment of power. Tall, lean, and stern, the man walked around the ring of columns, trailed by Captain Burrock and two Indigo Hounds. All wore expressions more suitable to a battlefield than a theatre.

      As the man drew near the observation platform, his expression softened, Narine’s arms extending, his face stretching to a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      “Greetings, Daughter,” he said, taking her hands. “I am pleased you agreed to join me. Based on what Ruthers tells me, I have high hopes for this performance. I pray it will please you, as well. When it is finished, we will have dinner before I am off to Devotion.”

      “Thank you, Father,” the princess replied. “I look forward to a pleasant evening.”

      Adyn, the girl’s bodyguard, walked away, joining Burrock and the other guards in the corner. Burrock spoke to the three of them before heading back to the door from which he came.

      Taladain positioned himself before the throne and sat. A gong sounded from somewhere above. Motion appeared at the far end of the theatre where a tree-filled garden waited. Down the path through the heart of the trees, Master Ruthers led a small procession. The man’s black and white uniform was a stark contrast to the bright colors of the three people following him.

      First was Salvon with lute in hand. His usual, patchwork cloak and robes had been replaced by a robe of bright yellow. Trailing him was a cloak of bright blue with a mesmerizing design, the shimmering pattern moving like the seas themselves as he walked.

      Rawk came next, but the man was hardly recognizable. On his head was an odd hat of three purple and green cones with bells attached. His doublet and breeches were purple and green, respectively, with yellow stitching. Odd slippers, one purple and the other green, with bells on the toes covered his feet.

      Last was Rhoa, dressed to match Rawk, save for her colors being blue and red. Her eyes met Jace’s. In them, he saw a hint of fear, something he couldn’t recall at any time before now. She gave a slight nod, her fear visibly shifting to resolve.

      Ruthers stopped in the heart of the bowl and bowed. The three performers lined up behind him and mirrored the action. He then announced, “Presenting tonight’s entertainment, Vandasal and His Minions.”

      Jace frowned. I have heard that name before. He couldn’t recall where.

      Ruthers moved to the side of the bowl, climbed the stairs, and faded into the shadows.

      Salvon strummed his lute, rifling off a melody that grew louder and louder, the rhythm faster and faster. Then he stopped. All fell still.

      “This is the tale of Jerrell Landish, the greatest thief of all time.”

      What? Jace took a step forward, not realizing it until Hoann put his hand on Jace’s chest.

      Salvon backed away while Rawk and Rhoa faced each other. The two fools grabbed each other by the hand and dipped low, holding their position. The lute began again, Salvon projecting his voice as he had during his performance at The Thirsty Goat. Amazingly, it sounded just as clear and deep, despite the space being far more open than the inn’s taproom.

      “Our tale begins on the streets of this very city, not so long ago.”

      Rawk and Rhoa began to step with the music, moving in a circle, still holding each other by the hand.

      “Jerrell’s roots began as a street urchin, an orphan with naught but his wits. From pickpocket to purse-cutter, from open window to locked door, no coin was safe from his mitts.”

      Rhoa released Rawk’s hand. When he spun away, she darted past him, swiping something golden-hued from his pocket.

      “A sneak he was, moving like a shadow, his targets unaware. This may seem unremarkable, but this thief was no standard fare.”

      Crouching low, Rhoa circled behind Salvon with her head on a swivel.

      This is ridiculous, Jace thought.

      “In the world of thieves, none possessed such gall. For Jerrell Landish was known to have outdone them all.”

      Rhoa suddenly burst forward into a round-off/handspring combo, her bells jingling wildly. She finished with a flip while Rawk gaped and the audience clapped.

      “Who else might steal the smallclothes right off a sleeping man just to win a bet and prove he can?”

      Rhoa darted past Rawk, slipping behind him and emerging again with a pair of dirty smallclothes. She held them by two fingers while pinching her nose, running around the floor in a circle with Rawk chasing behind. In spite of himself, Jace chuckled. Both Taladain and Narine laughed, as did the three guards, who had drawn closer to watch. All seemed riveted by the show, hanging on Salvon’s every word.

      “Who else would dare to leave Montague tied up and bare?”

      Both Rawk and Rhoa stopped right in front of Taladain. They looked at each other with wide eyes and hands to their cheeks. The audience laughed again, harder this time.

      “I recall the tale.” Taladain turned to Narine with a smile on his face. “Montague will never live it down.”

      “Nor will he forgive,” Jace muttered to himself.

      Salvon continued. “No other thief, I tell you, for his skill was unmatched. Wait until I reveal the greatest scheme he hatched."

      Rawk ran his hand down his face, transforming his expression into someone with a haughty attitude, his chest out, his elbows swinging side to side as he walked toward Rhoa.

      “A man came to Fastella speaking of great treasure. In the ruins of an old castle, one would find this pleasure.”

      Rawk’s hand made a sweeping gesture, his gaze far off, as Rhoa pretended to listen. Jace wondered how Salvon had heard of the story and how much he knew.

      “But, behold, the castle was deadly to the extreme, and none who entered were ever again seen.”

      The sky grew dark, the clouds closing in. A boom of thunder followed, echoing in the distance.

      “Those who heard the tale were filled with dread, but Jerrell saw it as a challenge instead. He hired a man, reputed in arms, and set off to best the castle’s charms. They journeyed west, into the mountains deep, for high upon a peak was this ominous keep.”

      Rhoa approached Rawk and gave him a gold coin. From somewhere in his loose trousers, Rawk drew a wooden sword, thrust out his chest, and the two made off as if they were on a march, moving lockstep with the beat of Salvon’s music as they circled the floor.

      “Dark, abandoned, and in disrepair, the very sight of the castle caused a wave of despair. Our two heroes were not alone, for a pack of wolves called the mountain peak home. A flight and a standoff forced a rushed entry, only to come across the keep’s dreadful sentry.”

      The two jesters ran up the stairs, reacted to some imaginary being, and ran back down, cowering in fear. Jace shivered as he recalled the monster.

      “Ten feet tall, half-man and half-bull, it was a beastly Minotaur with horns in its skull. With a club, it attacked, smashing walls, breaking stones. If any strike hit, it would surely shatter bones. The warrior fought heartily with sword and shield, yet the monster was fearless and would never yield. This warrior, this hero, had never known defeat, but he feared this monster was the death he would meet. When a brutal strike smashed him to the ground, low, the beast lifted its club for the final blow.”

      During this phrasing, Rawk swung his sword wildly while looking up at his invisible foe. He blocked with his shield and was driven to one knee, apparently spent. All the while, Rhoa snuck around the perimeter, watching the battle.

      “But Jerrell was a sneak, so he snuck. From behind the beast is where he struck. Finding a weapon among pickings quite sparse, he rammed a long and rusty sword up the beast’s arse.”

      Rhoa produced a wooden blade and darted forward, lunging with a thrust, the strike in time with a forceful strum of Salvon’s lute and another crash of thunder from the oncoming storm.

      Jace recalled the actual event, his attack nothing more than a moment of desperation. He had never intended the blade to strike where it did, but his mistake had yielded the desired result.

      “The Minotaur bellowed and stumbled like a drunk most foul, and like a phoenix arisen, the warrior stood with a growl. The mighty arc of his sword removed the bull’s head, beheading the beast, and the Minotaur fell dead.”

      Rawk swung his sword at Rhoa, who flipped backward to avoid it. The two looked down at the imaginary, dead monster.

      “With the threat removed, you may think it was safe perhaps, but the castle was well-laid with deadly traps. Here was where Jerrell’s true gifts arose, for the traps he disarmed had killed many foes. Deeper and deeper, he advanced with care, hoping that treasure awaited somewhere.”

      Together, Rawk and Rhoa circled the floor, moving in fits and spurts, stopping to hop on some squares, avoiding others. At another point, she took his hand and he spun, tossing her over an invisible chasm. The two ducked and dodged, then climbed the stairs.

      “Deep in the warrens, beyond the final trap, Jerrell discovered a chest with an old, secret map. While the treasure might be true, the location was not, for the secret cache was located in another spot.”

      Jace frowned. He didn’t mention the amulet or bracelet, but where did he hear about the map?

      Rhoa appeared frustrated, Rawk disappointed. She pretended to hold a map before her while descending the stairs, Rawk at her side.

      “Tossing aside his frustration, Jerrell memorized every detail of the location. The mountains, the rivers, the landmarks of note, in his mind’s eye is where he wrote. He then handed the map to his partner in crime, bidding him farewell and paying him for his time.”

      Pretending to give Rawk the map and coin, Rhoa turned and walked away from Taladain’s platform, while Rawk moved closer to it.

      This is it, Jace thought, forgetting the story and focusing on his true mission. His heart raced as he watched Rhoa, well aware of what she was about to attempt. His hand went to his chest and the item hidden beneath his tunic. The guilt buried inside him resurfaced.

      Rhoa was a good person whose life had been diverted to a different path. Her family had been taken away from her at a young age, just like his own. In Rhoa’s case, her tragedy had been his fault. Jace had killed her parents, even if indirectly. He could not allow her to die, as well.

      Salvon’s voice rang out. “Rather than return to his city of old, Jerrell Landish sought a new pot of gold. He would find the location outlined on the map. Someday, the treasure would fall into his lap.”

      Jace snuck forward and eased the dagger from his sleeve, careful not the touch the blackened blade itself. He needed to reach Taladain before it was too late.

      “The years passed, and Jerrell’s legend grew, but if he ever found his treasure, nobody knew.”

      With a final stanza, Salvon strummed heartily while Rhoa ran toward Rawk. By then, Jace was only two strides from the wizard lord. He gripped the hilt of his poisoned dagger and lunged.
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      Rhoa was used to performing. She had done it half her life. Dancing, tumbling, and acting with Rawk while Salvon recited the story, she focused on her actions, thinking no more than one step ahead the entire time. Somehow, she ignored the man who had killed her parents as he watched her every move. Still, she could feel an unease building inside as the performance unfolded.

      When Salvon reached the climax of the tale, her anxiety struck a crescendo. She looped to the far end of the floor while Rawk positioned himself below Taladain’s platform. Salvon finished his tale, ending with a final stanza, and Rhoa ran forward.

      On the platform, Taladain and his daughter stood, both watching eagerly. Rhoa leapt. Rawk caught her foot, twisted, and pushed upward with a mighty heave. Flipping once, Rhoa drew her hidden fulgur blades and raised them high, ready to strike.

      Time seemed to slow with many things happening at once.

      “Blade!” the female guard shouted as she sprinted toward the viewing platform.

      Jace appeared from behind Taladain’s throne and, dagger in hand, lunged toward the wizard lord. The female guard slammed into Jace, the two of them colliding with the princess’ chair, which knocked her off the platform’s edge.

      The entire time, Taladain’s dark eyes were on Rhoa, flashing to rage the instant he realized her betrayal. A blast of lightning burst from the man’s hands, striking Rhoa with blinding light, enveloping her.
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        * * *

      

      “Blade!” someone shouted as Jace lunged with his knife.

      He saw the flash of a body coming at him and knew it would be close. Rather than burying the blade in Taladain’s back as he had hoped, Jace sliced across the man’s arm as someone slammed into him. The force drove him into Narine’s chair, taking her legs out and sending her sideways off the platform.

      A bright flash of lightning blasted from Taladain, enveloping Rhoa with a thunderous crack.

      No! Jace screamed in his mind, the moment frozen in time.

      Even though he had tried to do the right thing, he had killed Rhoa anyway. The failure soured his stomach. The loss of a friend tightened his throat.

      He could not allow Taladain to live. Not now.

      While still falling, Jace twisted his body, pulling his assailant to the side to avoid her landing on him. He hit the marble hard, the wind blasting from his lungs. His grip slipped, and his knife sailed over the platform’s edge.

      He hastily rolled and got his feet beneath him. The female guard slashed with her sword. He dodged, spinning and scooping up Narine’s toppled chair, using his momentum to finish the turn, the chair striking the guard’s hand. Her blade went flying as she staggered from the blow.

      Jace turned toward Taladain and drew the knife from the leg of his trousers. Just five strides away, the wizard faced him, sparks of raw magic sizzling from his hands. Beyond the man, the two male guards rushed in, swords drawn.

      “You seek to poison me?” Taladain shouted with disdain. “Fool! I have already burned the poison from my veins. I will live. You, however, will not!”

      The man’s hands shot out, dozens of narrow threads of power, like metal wires, shooting from his fingertips and lashing at Jace. His breath caught in his throat, fearing he would be shredded to bits. When magic struck, he experienced nothing but a tingle, while the amulet on his chest turned frigidly cold. The magic unraveled in a flash of whispy twinkles.

      Jace quickly examined himself, his hand feeling his torso to find it still intact. Beneath his shirt, the amulet he had stolen from Rhoa was still like ice.

      “It worked,” he whispered to himself. “It actually worked.” He grinned, raising his blade while advancing toward Taladain, who gaped in shock.

      The two male guards ran toward Jace, raising their blades, ready to strike.

      Taladain snarled and swept his arms downward. An ear-splitting crack of thunder rang in Jace’s ears while the blinding white light of lightning surrounded him. When it dissipated, he blinked at the spots before his eyes. His ears rang, his head fuzzy, but he was intact and alive. The world, through his spotty vision, came back into focus. The charred husks of the two male guards lay beside him, their armor blackened, their capes still burning.

      Jace smiled at Taladain.

      The wizard shook his head and stepped backward. “It’s not possible.”

      “Oh, but it is, old man.” Jace flipped his dagger from one hand to the other and advanced again. “We all must die sometime. Your death is long past–”

      Someone struck Jace from behind, driving him toward the platform’s edge and over, the two of them falling to the floor ten feet below.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rhoa was blinded by the light, but the image in her mind told her she was going to fall short of the platform anyway. She and Rawk had practiced, but not enough to perfect the leap. Sensing herself falling, she jabbed forward with both fulgur blades. They dug into something, and she held on tight, wrenching her arms at the shock of catching herself.

      She closed her eyes, and the negative image of the lightning flash remained. Opening them, her focus gradually returned.

      With her fulgur blades buried in the platform wall, Rhoa dangled, her arms extended. The wall between her and the platform’s edge obscured her view of anyone or anything above. Taladain bellowed something in a rage-filled voice. With a glance over her shoulder, Rhoa spotted Princess Narine sprawled out on the floor, unmoving. Her gaze met Rawk’s, who knelt beside the fallen woman. He nodded. Rhoa took a breath and began to climb.

      One after another, she thrust a blade into the marble wall and worked her way toward the platform’s top. Another blinding flash of light emerged, the thunderous crash causing her to shy away as bits of broken marble rained down. Her vision cleared again as she heard Jace issue Taladain a challenge.

      What are you doing, Jace? Rhoa wondered. He will kill you.

      Two people suddenly tumbled over the platform edge, falling past her. One was Jace, the other the female dressed in leather. Rhoa didn’t know if Jace were dead or alive, but she had to focus. She jammed one blade, then the other into the top of the platform and pulled herself up.

      Taladain turned toward her, looking down with a furrowed brow. “You, too? How can it be?” He looked at his hands crackling with raw magic. “Die!” he screamed, thrusting his arms toward her. Purple flames wrapped around her, roaring with fury.
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        * * *

      

      Jace sat up and gasped. His shoulder hurt badly. He tried to move it, but the white-hot pain made him discard the idea. The woman who had tackled him was on her hands and knees, her face twisted in pain.

      “Narine!” the female guard exclaimed.

      The woman crawled away from Jace and toward the fallen princess, Rawk kneeling at her side.

      As Jace slowly rose to stand beside Salvon, he looked toward the platform above. Taladain’s eyes were wide, teeth clenched in rage, while wave after wave of purple-hued flames shot from his hands. The flames burned everything in their path, blackening the smoking marble. The magic stopped, the flames dying to reveal Rhoa standing before the wizard lord. Unharmed.

      “How in the name of the gods is it possible?” Jace asked in disbelief. “She should be dead twice over.” He clutched at his chest and the enchanted amulet he had stolen. The necklace Rhoa wore was a fake, a replica crafted by a jeweler in Fastella.

      “How, indeed,” Salvon said in a somber tone. “Now, watch.”
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        * * *

      

      Flames enveloped Rhoa, obscuring her surroundings. The tiles beneath her blackened and cracked as the blaze continued. Yet Rhoa felt nothing. She raised her fulgur blades and advanced toward the source of the fire, closing the gap in three determined strides. The flames stopped as the man lowered his arms. His furious expression had changed, replaced by something else.

      “So…” The man nodded, his posture slouching, as if he were deflating. “It is time. Finally.”

      He did not run, nor did he lift a hand to defend himself. Rhoa lifted her arm high and said, “For my parents and all the others you have killed, I return the favor.”

      The fulgur blade pierced the man’s chest with ease, the blue sparks singeing his robe. She left it buried as she glared into the man’s dark eyes.

      “Forgive me,” Taladain whispered in a choking voice.

      “Never,” Rhoa said, resolute.

      He fell to his knees and coughed. Blood sparkling with power sprayed from his mouth. Like a felled tree, he tipped sideways, hit the scorched marble, and sprawled out on his back with his limbs askew. Glittering blood oozed from the hole in his chest, and his vacant eyes stared toward the darkened sky. Rhoa stepped close, gripped the hilt in Taladain’s chest, and tore the blade free. More blood oozed from the wound, twinkling like tiny stars. Where the blood struck the floor, crimson crystal began to form, spreading with a crackling sound. She backed away from it, the glowing crystal stopping at a five-foot radius around the dead wizard lord, glowing red with power. All fell silent, as if the world were in shock.

      The sky opened up and rain began to fall, giving her the impression the heavens themselves wept for the fallen wizard lord. Whether the weeping were from joy or sorrow, she didn’t care.

      Rhoa turned her face toward the sky, allowing the rain the wash over her. She looked at her blade as the rain cleaned the sparkling crimson away, leaving only the stain on her heart. After all these years, the man was dead. Yet her pain remained. Her parents would not return, nor would any of the others Taladain had slaughtered over centuries of rule. Her objective had been achieved, but it carried no sense of accomplishment. She had never considered what she might do with her life if she succeeded. Suddenly, she felt very lost and alone.

      An awareness came from deep within, something she never dared consider until that very moment.

      I want to live.

      To survive, she needed to escape the palace.
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      Flashes of light flickered in the dark recesses of Narine’s mind, accompanied by the crash of thunder. Her head hurt, and the noise added to the pain, like searing heat against skin already burnt. Someone shook her, called to her. She fought through the darkness.

      Wake up.

      Her eyes opened and closed, wincing at the ache in her head. It felt as if her brain might burst. The image of her head exploding like a melon falling from a great height emerged. She opened her eyes again, dismissing the disturbing notion.

      Everything was a blur, shifting from side to side as if she were on the sea. Nausea arose, as if stirred by the memory of her uncomfortable journey from Tiadd. She saw faces above her, coalescing as the haze faded. Adyn was one, the other an unfamiliar man wearing dark spectacles and a ridiculous hat. Suddenly, she recalled the outdoor theatre and falling from the platform.

      She looked up as her father unleashed foulfire, a frighteningly destructive spell. Someone emerged from the fire as the magic faded. Impossible. Nobody can survive foulfire, Narine thought. Yet, somehow, the female performer emerged from the inferno, unscathed.

      Still dressed in the bright blue and red costume, the girl said something to Narine’s father before raising a blade and plunging it into his chest. Narine gasped.

      The man stumbled as Narine watched in shock. Rather than heal himself as he had in the past, her father fell to his knees, wobbled, and collapsed.

      She struggled to come to grips with what she had seen. A slip of a girl, no taller than five feet, just killed the mightiest wizard in Ghealdor, a man blessed with the power of a god.

      Taladain had been Narine’s father in name, but scarcely in deed. In truth, she had barely known the man. He had little time or patience for her when she was a child, leaving her in the care of Mistress Shavon, who was part nanny, part tutor. In many ways, Shavon had been more a parent to Narine than Taladain.

      She was saddened not for the loss of her father, but for the fact he had never been one in the first place.

      The skies opened, and it began to rain.

      “Stay away from her,” Adyn growled.

      Narine turned and saw the man Adyn addressed. It was the servant from earlier.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “We have no reason to wish Narine harm.”

      “It’s Princess Narine.” Adyn turned toward Narine, her tone softening. “Are you all right?”

      “My head hurts something fierce,” she moaned. “Help me up.”

      Adyn took hold under one arm. The man in the purple and green costume took the other, the two helping Narine sit up. The nausea suddenly grew worse, the world spinning. She leaned to the side and retched, forcing Adyn to shuffle backward to avoid having her boots soiled.

      “Your head is bleeding,” Adyn said. “I think you cracked your skull.”

      “I hadn’t noticed,” Narine said in a sullen voice.

      The musician in yellow approached, standing beside the mysterious palace servant, who held his shoulder. Both watched Narine with narrowed eyes.

      “If you are well enough for sarcasm, it gives me hope.” Adyn turned to the squat, muscular man at her side. “Let’s get her to her feet.”

      They hoisted Narine up. She wobbled and leaned on Adyn. The girl in the red and blue costume slipped off the platform, hung by her hands, and dropped to the theatre floor.

      “It is done,” the girl said as the musician in yellow met her. Her gaze shifted, her brown eyes locking with Narine’s. “I am sorry you lost your father, but I am not sorry he is dead. I understand if you wish to kill me. Revenge is something I know well. It drove me to this end.”

      Narine blinked the rain from her eyes. Her own tears did not join the raindrops running down her cheeks. She considered the girl’s words and struggled to sift through her own feelings.

      A hint of sadness, a touch of anger, but mostly, she felt relief. The man had never been warm, but since her return to Fastella, she had grown to wonder if any humanity remained within him.

      Perhaps the world is better with him gone.

      She glanced toward the tower above the palace and gasped. “The flame no longer burns.”

      “What?” Adyn said as she and the others followed Narine’s gaze.

      “People are sure to notice that,” said the old man in yellow.

      A disturbing thought struck as Narine realized a new danger. My brother…

      She turned toward the performers. “You must help me escape.”

      “What?” Adyn said, brow furrowed.

      Narine turned to her bodyguard. “Eldalain. When he returns to find my father dead, nothing will stop him from killing me. Nothing.”

      “What kind of family do you have?” the servant asked. “Do you all just go around killing whoever gets in your way?”

      Narine looked at him. “In my brother’s case, that is exactly what he does.” Again, the man hadn’t used her title when addressing her. With narrowed eyes, she asked, “You aren’t a servant, are you?”

      “Not quite,” he said with a smirk. “My name is Jace. The girl is Rhoa, the short one is Rawk, and the musician is Salvon.”

      “Jace–” Narine began, interrupted by the sound of distant cries above the patter of falling rain.

      “He is dead!” a man shouted, his footsteps racing away from the theatre. “They killed Lord Taladain!”

      “Ugh,” Jace said. “Hoann. I forgot about him.”

      “The guards will come,” Adyn said.

      Narine realized she had little time. “When they see my father dead, they will capture or kill all of us. My brother has sway with Burrock and his men.” Her breath came in gasps as panic arose. “We must go!”

      Adyn took Narine’s arm and began helping her across the theatre floor. The world tilted and twisted with each step, and Narine’s nausea returned in full force.

      “Aren’t you a wizardess?” Jace asked as he caught up to them. “Can’t you just use your magic to destroy them?”

      “My head hurts badly, and I am dizzy.” She began climbing the stairs, moving carefully on the wet marble. “Magic requires mental fortitude and is difficult with a clear head. In this condition, I fear it won’t work.”

      He grunted. “I won’t pretend to know anything of magic, but if we can’t use it, we had better hurry.”

      They reached the top of the stairs and were about to enter the garden when three men stepped onto the path and drew their swords.

      “Not so fast, Princess,” said Captain Burrock.

      Narine froze.

      “Let us past, Burrock,” Adyn said. “We’ve no quarrel with you.”

      “Perhaps you should have considered that before you murdered Lord Taladain.”

      “We did not murder my father,” Narine said. “The performers did.”

      “And who hired them?” Burrock asked. “It was you, Narine.”

      “I had nothing to do with their hiring. I only just met them.”

      A malicious grin crossed his face. “I have plenty of witnesses who will attest to you hiring them. It was all a convenient plan. You sent your brother off on a fool’s errand so you could murder your father. Your recent return from Tiadd will make the entire tale appear plausible, easy to believe. You will die, and Eldalain will ascend to the throne.”

      “I suppose you will ascend with him,” Adyn growled.

      Burrock shrugged. “Only seems fair since I was the one who captured you all.” His tone became grim. “I suggest you surrender. I have sealed the palace. Even if you get past me, all exits are barred and guarded.”

      Narine tried to draw in magic while forming an energy construct. The magic was pitiful, the pattern falling apart before it could form.

      “My magic won’t work,” she whispered to Adyn.

      “Then I will fight,” Adyn said. She released her grip on Narine’s arm. The old musician in yellow jumped in, catching Narine as she stumbled. Adyn drew her sword, gripping it in one hand while holding her dagger in the other.

      She stopped three paces from Burrock. “Let’s see if you’ve still got it, old man.”

      He snorted. “You might get the better of my guards, but you won’t best me. Besides, you’re outnumbered.”

      “No, she isn’t,” Rhoa said. “I just killed your wizard lord. I can kill a couple guards, as well.” She then said, “Rawk! Slingshot!”

      When Rhoa launched herself toward the short man in purple and green, Adyn attacked Burrock. Her sword met his while her dagger parried the blade of the guard on her right. Rawk caught Rhoa by the hand and spun in a circle with the girl’s feet three feet off the ground. He released his grip and she twisted through the air, toward the third guard. Blades appeared in her hands, the first knocking the man’s sword aside, the second driving through the man’s shield and deep into his arm. The guard cried out in pain and pulled away. She dove beneath his swinging blade and thrust hers into his knee. The man’s leg buckled, and she leapt over him as he fell, driving her other blade right through his helmet. He was dead by the time he hit the ground.

      At the same time, Adyn did her best to dodge, duck, and block the strikes from Burrock and the other guard. One slice left a nasty gash across her right thigh, another on her left shoulder. The guard to her right suddenly stiffened, his eyes bulging. He fell to his knees and toppled over, revealing Jace standing behind him, bloody dagger in his hand.

      Now facing only Burrock, bleeding heavily from her leg and the opposite shoulder, Adyn pressed harder, the man blocking her slashing attacks while countering with his own. She fell, her leg suddenly giving way. Burrock raised his blade for the kill but had underestimated Adyn’s reflexes. She lunged forward, twisting out of the path of his sword while thrusting up, beneath his shield. When her sword slid into his stomach, the man’s eyes appeared as if they might pop out. He stumbled backward, holding his wound with his shield hand. Adyn rose to her feet and spun, her sword leveled at his neck. He raised his blade to block hers, but it left his right side open to her trailing dagger. It buried deep into his ribs.

      Adyn pulled herself close to Burrock, her face mere inches from his. “You lose, old man.”

      With a jerk, she twisted the blade. He shook violently. His sword fell to the ground as blood gurgled from his mouth. Adyn then shoved him backward. He crashed to the path, dead.

      Adyn wobbled and fell to her knee.

      “Help her!” Narine cried.

      “I’ve got this,” Jace said as he removed his servant coat and wrapped it around the woman’s bloody thigh, tying it tightly. He then placed Adyn’s good arm over his shoulder and helped her stand. “Now, can we finally leave? You people have got to stop with all the distractions.”

      Narine’s brow furrowed at Rhoa.

      “Get used to it,” the short girl said. “He thinks he’s funny. I admit, sometimes he is. Mostly he’s just annoying.”

      “How are we going to get out?” Narine tried to stand on her own and discovered she didn’t tip sideways. “You heard Burrock. The exits are guarded, the palace sealed.”

      “I can get us out.”

      Everyone turned toward the short, muscular performer with the odd spectacles. It was the first time she had heard him speak.

      “Lead the way, Rawk,” the old man said, putting his hand on the shorter man’s thick shoulder.

      Rather than taking the path, Rawk pushed his way through the garden, trampling flowers and splitting shrubs. The others followed, Jace supporting Adyn on his uninjured side, Salvon helping Narine. The trees grew thicker, then fell away when they reached the outer edge of the garden. Before them was the palace wall, forty feet tall and impossible to climb.

      “What are we doing?” Narine asked. “I spent many hours in this garden as a child. If there were an exit near here, I would know of it.”

      “There will be a new exit.” The short man placed his hands against the wall and closed his eyes.

      Confused, Narine glanced at the others, gauging their reactions. Salvon, Rhoa, and Jace all appeared calm and unconcerned. Adyn’s face was twisted in pain. When Narine turned back toward Rawk, his hands sank into the wall. Grinding, crunching sounds arose as he scooped his hands together and dug out a chunk of stone twice the size of a man’s head. Repeatedly, he dug into the wall, tossing aside the stone he removed while leaving piles of dust and debris at his feet. In no more than a few minutes, he had crafted a tunnel three feet in diameter and entirely through the four-foot-deep wall.

      Narine was astounded. She had never heard of such magic, but it undoubtedly had to be magic. There was no other answer. After climbing out the far end of the tunnel, he beckoned the others to follow.

      “I’ll go first,” said the old man in yellow as he crawled into the hole.

      Narine followed. Who are these people? The things they had accomplished gave her hope that she might escape Eldalain’s wrath.
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      With the breaking dawn, Rhoa, her companions, an old horse, and a two-wheeled cart left the stable yard of The Thirsty Goat. Jace was in the lead, followed by Adyn, then Salvon, who drove the cart. Since Narine was easily recognizable, she lay hidden beneath a blanket in the cart, along with a small barrel of water, food Salvon had purchased from Breida, and other supplies.

      Upon reaching The Thirsty Goat the prior evening, Jace had rented a room for the princess and her bodyguard – the gesture surprising Rhoa and leaving her wondering about his motive. The entire group appeared spent, ordering meals to take in their rooms before retiring early with the plan to rise before the sun.

      Thankfully, Adyn’s limp had diminished, and Jace was no longer holding his shoulder. By the time the group prepared to leave, Narine had recovered enough to use her magic to heal them both. Rhoa had asked the princess why she didn’t heal herself. Narine explained that it was impossible for anyone but a wizard lord. Magic, its uses and limitations, were beyond Rhoa. She had already seen enough of magic to last her a lifetime.

      In single file, the small caravan exited the alley and entered the street, which remained quiet at the early hour. They all wore cloaks – Salvon’s with a variation of patches, the others dressed in black or grey. Rhoa walked beside Rawk, the two trailing the others by a fair margin while still keeping them in sight.

      Rhoa’s head was foggy from lack of sleep, but anxiety twisted her innards and left her heart pounding. She was eager to escape the city and wished to never return. Even with Taladain dead, the city was a reminder to all she had lost. The act of killing the wizard lord had cost her, consuming a piece of her soul. She didn’t regret the act, believing it necessary. However, despite years of desiring to see Taladain dead at her own hands, she found herself wishing someone else could have buried a blade into the man’s heart.

      The street emptied into the square near the south gate where a cluster of people and wagons waited. A bell tolled, and the massive portcullis began to rise. Rhoa watched as the guards cranked the wheel, winding the chain connected to the Maker-built gate. Made from solid iron, twenty feet wide and thirty feet tall, she wondered how much it must weigh. Anyone caught beneath the gate, should it fall, would certainly be dead.

      Guards stood to each side of the open gate and began waving people through. The men watched closely, inspecting wagons and forcing people to lower their hoods. They are searching for us. Her worry increased thrice-fold, wondering how Jace expected to get them past. As the thought came to her, he bumped into another traveler and turned toward the man.

      “Thief!” Jace yelled. “He stole my coin purse!”

      “What?” The man stared at him as if he were crazy. Standing a head taller than Jace, he glared down at him in anger. “I’ve done no such thing!”

      “Guards!” Jace shouted, waving while tugging on the arm of the accused. The man yanked his arm free. “Arrest this man. He’s a thief.”

      Three guards came over, leaving the other three to the inspections, slowing the line of people leaving the city to a crawl.

      “What is this about?” one guard asked.

      “This man stole my coin purse,” Jace said, pointing at the man.

      “I did no such thing. I’m a trader, not a thief.”

      “Sounds the same to me,” Jace said.

      The other guard said, “Let’s straighten this out.” He pointed at Jace. “Can you prove your claims against this man?”

      “Yes. I had a coin purse on my person, and he just stole it. Inside is a circular amulet, depicting an eight-pointed star, attached to a necklace, which was from my dear, departed wife. Surrounding the amulet, you’ll find runes and squiggly lines – a message in her native tongue of Hassakani.”

      Rhoa gasped, her hand going to the amulet beneath her tunic. It was still there.

      The guard pointed toward the accused man. “We will need to search you.”

      With a shrug and lifting his arms, the man said, “Suit yourself.”

      One guard patted the man down. He frowned when he patted the man’s coat pocket. A moment later, he withdrew a small purse.

      “What?” the accused man exclaimed. “How’d that get there?”

      The guard eyed him as he loosened the ties on the purse and peered inside. He reached in and pulled out the necklace.

      Rhoa’s brow furrowed. Where did he get that?

      “See!” Jace exclaimed. “Just as I told you.”

      “I don’t know how it got there. I swear,” said the big man.

      The guard pushed the coin purse and necklace toward Jace, who took it eagerly. He then turned to the accused man. “You are under arrest.”

      When the guard reached for the man, a big, meaty fist struck him in the face. The other two guards reached for the accused man, and they began to scuffle just as Salvon’s cart reached the guards conducting the inspections. They abandoned their post and ran over to help their comrades attempting to subdue the trader Jace had accused. The big man picked up one of the guards and threw him toward the others before turning to run back into the city. All six guards gave chase, shouting.

      Jace gave Rhoa a grin, turned, and casually walked through the gate behind Salvon’s cart with the princess hidden in the back. Rhoa shook her head and wondered at the thief’s luck. Everything he did seemed to go his way, and she found herself envious at the ease with which he made it happen.
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      Two hours had passed by the time they stopped to rest. During that time, Rhoa had repeatedly glanced backward in fear of pursuit. None came.

      Since only three people could fit on the cart, Rawk, Rhoa, Jace, and Adyn took turns, while Narine rode the entire time. Rhoa wasn’t sure if Narine continued to ride because of her head injury or if the woman simply expected such treatment because she was a princess. Will she demand we build a palanquin and carry her? Rhoa tried to imagine Jace’s response to such a request. The thought brought a grin to her face.

      The hills and trees, creeks and ponds, fields and valleys all slipped past as they journeyed south. An odd, somber quietness hovered over the group the entire day, hardly a word said. Rhoa’s thoughts continued to shift between the confrontation with Taladain and what she might do with her future. The first she faced with a continued sense of disbelief, the latter with frightening uncertainty. In the back of her head, the knowledge she had killed two men lingered. One had been for revenge, the other to enable their escape. Which will haunt me more? She had no answer.

      When the sun approached the horizon, Salvon pulled his cart into a small glade between two clusters of pines so the group could make camp. Rawk and Rhoa gathered wood, then Salvon built a fire. The storyteller pulled out a slab of beef he had purchased from Breida and began preparing a spit for cooking over the flames.

      Rhoa drifted away, found a nearby boulder, and sat. A sliver of sun peeked over the edge of the mountains to the west. She watched it fade away while sifting through her thoughts. Rather than leaving her alone, Jace walked over, climbed onto the boulder, and sat beside her. For a long moment, he also faced west, his gaze distant.

      “I am sorry,” he finally said.

      Rhoa arched a brow. “While I am surprised you know the phrase, why exactly are you apologizing? Your list of offenses is quite long, so I don’t wish to assume I know the reason.”

      Jace chuckled. “Fair point.” He sighed and pulled out his coin purse. From it, he withdrew a necklace Rhoa recognized. She clutched at her chest. Hers was still there.

      She then recalled seeing him with the amulet at the gate in Fastella. “I don’t understand. Where did you get it?”

      “I stole it. From you.”

      She pulled her own amulet from beneath her tunic. It appeared identical. “I still don’t understand.”

      “Yours is a fake,” Jace said.

      Rhoa jerked backward in shock, recalling Taladain’s magic, the lightning, the fire. If she had faced it without the amulet to protect her, she should be dead.

      “It’s not possible.”

      “I know.” Jace shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

      “Magic.” Salvon’s voice came from behind them, the man walking around the boulder until he stood before Rhoa. “Magic is an illusion, but a special kind of illusion. It is among the things I learned while living with the Seers.”

      Jace snorted. “Of course it’s an illusion. I just imagined lightning frying those guards and a fireball that scorched the marble.” His tone was thick with sarcasm.

      Salvon gave Jace a reproving glare. “To those who are susceptible to such an illusion, it is quite deadly.”

      Jace rolled his eyes. “What are you talking about, old man?”

      “There exists a prophecy, ancient and quite unique. Among many things in this augury is the prediction that the human race will one day see an anomaly – people who exist outside of magic and are blind to the illusion.”

      Rhoa’s brow furrowed. “You are saying I am one of those people who are…blind to magic?”

      Salvon smiled. “I have suspected it for many years. My lute was the first clue.” He pointed toward the weapons strapped to her thighs. “The fulgur blades confirmed my suspicion.”

      She drew one of her blades and frowned at it. “How so?”

      “You weren’t affected when you first touched my lute, which is protected by an enchantment designed to keep others from stealing it. And then your blades do not shock you when you grip them.”

      “Of course.” Rhoa shrugged. “When you gave the knives to me, you told me they were bound to me and would injure anyone else who touched them.”

      “I am sorry, my dear,” Salvon said. “I lied.”

      Of all the things Rhoa knew of Salvon, she had never imagined him hiding the truth from her. “You lied?”

      “Haven’t you wondered why nobody else uses such a blade?”

      She frowned, her brow furrowed. “I assumed they were rare or expensive.”

      “In truth, they are rare.” He nodded, pacing as he spoke. “Expensive? Not so much. You see, the enchanter who made the blades had high hopes for such a weapon. However, he could not touch them without experiencing severe pain…nor could anyone else. So those blades languished in a storage room for years, unwanted, until I happened upon them roughly ten years ago. I had a hunch about you, and those blades were a small price to pay to prove my theory. When you could hold them without repercussions, I knew the truth.”

      Rhoa gripped the amulet, looking down at it. “So this is fake? I didn’t need it to face Taladain?”

      Jace replied, his tone apologetic, “Again, I am sorry I deceived you. I found the real one beneath your mattress and hired a jeweler to craft a copy. I swapped them, leaving the fake amulet with you, and…”

      “And what?” Rhoa growled.

      Jace sighed. “I thought to kill Taladain myself. Spare you the burden of having murdered a man.”

      Rhoa flinched in shock. Jace, this man who seemed to have no ethics to guide him, had done something considerate, or had attempted to.

      “Perhaps…I misjudged you.” The words came out haltingly as Rhoa wrestled with the realization.

      Jace grinned. “Most do. I actually prefer it that way.” His smile fell away. “Anyway, I figured it was the least I could do after–” He stopped mid-sentence.

      “What is it?”

      He shook his head. “It’s nothing. I just found some sympathy toward your situation.” His grin returned. “Besides, the contract for this job is massive. I’ll be set for life once I return to Marquithe.”

      “Marquithe?” Rhoa looked at Salvon. “Is that where we are going?”

      “This road leads to Starmuth, but we can continue to Marquithe.” Salvon gazed into her eyes and asked softly, “Is that where you wish to go?”

      Rhoa was still unsure of her future or the path she should take. “I don’t know.”

      Salvon tilted his head. “Do you wish to rejoin Stanlin’s menagerie?”

      She pressed her lips together and considered the idea. Stanlin had treated her well, and a kinship remained between her and the troupe members. However, she couldn’t help feeling as if she were a shiny toy Stanlin showed off to his crowds in return for coin.

      Perhaps there is more in life for me.

      “I don’t think so, Salvon. I don’t know what I wish to do, but I feel like my time with the menagerie has passed and should remain so.” She paused briefly. “However, if the troupe is still in Starmuth, I should let them know I am all right. I left in a rush, without warning or explanation. I never even had a chance to say goodbye.”

      “Very well.” The old man nodded. “Why don’t you two come down? We will sit with the others and eat. There, we can discuss our plans.”

      As they climbed down, Jace asked, “What is Rawk, exactly? I’ve never heard of magic that could shape stone as he does.”

      Rhoa froze, afraid to reveal Rawk’s secret.

      Salvon smirked. “I’m surprised it took you so long.”

      “Took so long for what?”

      “For you to realize Rawk is different from us.”

      Jace looked toward the fire where Rawk sat with the others. “I think I’m missing something.”

      “He is a Maker.”

      Rhoa froze and stared at Salvon. How long has he known?

      Eyes narrowed, Jace looked at Salvon. “You expect me to believe he is a Maker? They died off many centuries ago.”

      “Where is your proof?” Salvon gave him a knowing look. “Think on what you have seen, not what you think you know.”

      After a moment of consideration, Jace said, “I have seen some things that should not be possible.”

      With a grin, Salvon said, “As I thought.” The old man turned toward camp. “Try to keep this information to yourself. I believe he wishes to remain unnoticed.”

      Bless you, Salvon, Rhoa thought.

      Jace snorted. “Don’t worry about me, old man. A thief with loose lips is as good as dead.”
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      Jace tossed the last log onto the fire, sending a wave of sparks upward, the embers drifting toward the moonlit sky until they faded to black. He sat beside Narine. The choice was not random. During dinner, he had watched her from across the fire, but the flames continued to interrupt the view, twisting the beauty that tugged at him. He had always had a thing for curvy girls, and this one was just about as enticing as any he had ever known.

      “Jace?” Narine said after a moment.

      Adyn sat to the other side of Narine, looming with a challenging glare.

      “Yes, Narine?” Jace replied.

      Adyn leaned over and punched Jace in his recently healed shoulder. “She is a princess, and you will address her as such.”

      He rubbed his shoulder, yet refused to be intimidated. “Is she? Did she not just flee the palace and concede the throne to her brother?”

      Narine snorted. “He has a point.” She sighed. “Besides, I can’t very well have others calling me princess if I wish to escape notice.”

      Adyn glared at Jace a moment longer before sitting back and crossing her arms.

      “Did you want something, Princess?” Jace asked with a grin.

      Narine smiled, bringing her aqua-blue eyes to life. “Yes. I wanted to make sure… You aren’t really a servant, are you?”

      Rhoa laughed from across the fire. “Him? Please. He is…” She shifted to a deep, booming voice, pumping her elbows as she spoke, “Jerrell Landish, the greatest thief of all time.”

      Narine turned toward him. “Landish? From Salvon’s tale?”

      “Well, yes.” He was unsure of how she would receive the news, but he had no choice but to acknowledge the truth.

      Her eyes gazed into his, searching for something. “Was the story Salvon told true? Did you truly do those things?”

      “Much of it is true. The part with the Minotaur wasn’t quite right, but otherwise…”

      Adyn snickered. “So you stole the smallclothes off of someone?”

      Jace shrugged. “It was for a bet.”

      “What of Montague?” Narine asked. “That story even reached the University in Tiadd. Did it really happen like they say?”

      “Depends. What have you heard?”

      “You dressed as a woman and seduced him before tying him up and stealing his clothes.”

      Jace’s brow furrowed. “Why would I want the man’s stupid robes?”

      Both women smiled and leaned toward him. Jace tried not to look at Narine’s chest, but the exposed bit drew his eyes anyway.

      “So the rest is true?” Narine asked, her eyes alight with humor.

      “Well, I did dress as a woman,” Jace admitted. “But I wasn’t after his clothes. The contract required me to steal the bracelet he wore.”

      Narine’s eyes shifted from mirth to curiosity. “Bracelet?”

      “Yeah. He wore it on his ankle. It was some sort of enchanted item only wizards can use.”

      She appeared genuinely interested. “How so?”

      “As I understand it, it allowed him to use extra magic. I guess that was how he rose to high wizard at such a young age.”

      Narine sat back, her brow furrowed. “Enchantments for magic augmentation. I have never heard of such a thing. Anyone with such a device would possess power beyond their normal means.”

      “I assume that’s why Gurgan wanted it.”

      Narine’s gaze flicked to Jace in an instant. “High Wizard Gurgan? With such a device, he might challenge Malvorian.”

      Jace laughed. “That’s likely what he had in mind. Even with the bracelet, though, the man didn’t fare well.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The way I hear it,” Jace said, “Gurgan left Malvorian’s throne room in two pieces, neither of which retained any blood.”

      Narine turned to Adyn, who shook her head. “I wish I had been there to see it.”

      “What of the Minotaur?” Rawk asked from across the fire. “Did you actually face a monster that was half-man/half-bull?”

      “I did.” Jace recalled the memory, like a nightmare he could not shake. It was an experience he would never forget. “The monster was ten feet tall. Strong, too. The man with me was a skilled swordsman, an experienced soldier, tall with thick arms and a barrel chest. Even so, the Minotaur tossed him around like a babe.”

      “Tell us more. I would like to hear of it,” Narine said, her eyes alight.

      Jace wanted to dive into those eyes and swim in their aqua waters.

      The story was something he had never shared. Strangely, it made him more uncomfortable than his other escapades. Yet, with her urging, he relented. Not only did he tell the story, he recited it as Salvon might, building up to the final confrontation with the Minotaur. She begged him to continue, so he did, telling the entirety of the tale right up until he and his companion parted ways. The only parts he left out were secrets he held close.

      Jace had been alone deep in the castle when he opened the chest. True, a map had resided there, but he had also taken two other items before fleeing from a trap he triggered. One of those remained in his coin purse – the very same amulet that had recently saved his life. The other item he had sold long ago. It had somehow fallen into Montague’s hands before he stole it a second time, then sold it to Gurgan. Both men had fallen upon hard times after owning the bracelet. Jace just hoped the amulet didn’t carry the same misfortune.

      The night rolled on, and so did the stories, with each person in the group sharing something of their past, even Rawk. By the time the fire had dwindled to embers, Jace was overcome by a foreign feeling.

      This group, these misfits from different backgrounds, had formed a bond. With it came a feeling of belonging he had never experienced. He decided he would share a piece of his reward with Rhoa, Rawk, and Salvon once they reached Marquithe. Even if he gave them each twenty gold, he would have enough remaining to live well for many years. The princess was another story, something he intended to focus on during their journey.

      Who knows what the future holds? Jace thought while laughing at something Narine said.
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      Lord Malvorian sat alone in his study, his eyes closed in meditation. Devotion had ended an hour earlier. The magic of Farrow surged through his veins, filling him with power. It was a majestic experience few would ever comprehend. Still, he longed for more.

      A knock at the door caused him to open his eyes. The room was filled with the aura of the magic he held, a blue-tinted radiance. With regret, he released the power, allowing it to slip back from where it came. Darkness charged toward him until he wove a construct and lit the candles on his desk.

      “Come in,” he said.

      The door opened, Thurvin entering.

      “My lord.” Thurvin dipped his head. “I have news from Despaldi.”

      Malvorian sat forward, eager to hear more. “Go on.”

      “A messenger has arrived with a missive regarding Starmuth. The man practically rode his horse to death to reach us as quickly as possible.” Thurvin’s sharp face broke into a grin. “Seven nights past, the Starmuth obelisk did not light. No Devotion took place. The citizens are confused, frightened.”

      Malvorian considered the missive and knew it could mean only one thing. A wizard lord would never allow an evening to pass without Devotion. The craving was too strong.

      “The thief did it,” Malvorian said in wonder. “He actually killed Taladain.”

      Thurvin nodded, moving closer. “I came to the same conclusion. Even if it didn’t occur at Landish’s hand, Taladain is dead.”

      Rising to his feet, Malvorian crossed the room and lifted a decanter off the credenza. He poured two glasses of brandy and turned, extending one toward his visitor. “Drink, Thurvin. You deserve it.”

      “Thank you, my lord.” The man accepted the brandy and took a sip. He then walked toward the window, stepping into the moonlight. “The autumn Darkening recently passed Fastella. The next won’t occur until spring. That leaves Ghealdor without a wizard lord for a long stretch.”

      Malvorian joined the shorter man and gazed up at the moon. “A window of opportunity has opened before us. It is time to move forward with our plans. Send orders to Despaldi and Henton. Have them prepare for a march. They are to make camp at the border and await your arrival.”

      Thurvin’s brow arched. “Me, sire?”

      “It is time to take the field.”

      “And you want me to accompany the army?”

      Malvorian put a hand on Thurvin’s shoulder. The man was small, his face narrow, like a weasel. He was not a powerful wizard, but he had a bright mind and had proven his loyalty. “When we conceived this scheme, I said you would be rewarded.” He released his grip, set his drink aside, and pulled the sleeve of his robes up. “The first reward is this.”

      Thurvin’s brow furrowed at the bracelet hanging loosely from Malvorian’s wrist. “Jewelry?”

      Working the clasp, Malvorian opened the bracelet and slid it off. “It is special, enchanted.” He held it toward the man, who took it with narrowed eyes.

      “What sort of enchantment?”

      “It is a well for storing magic.” Malvorian grinned when Thurvin flashed him a look of surprise. “Whomever wears it will have increased power.”

      The wizard studied the prize in his hand. “I had no idea such an enchantment was possible.”

      “Nor did Olberon.”

      “The enchanter knows?”

      “I took this from Gurgan after his untimely demise. When I discovered its power, I summoned Olberon. He had never seen anything of its like. The next day, he returned with five fellow enchanters to study it. Even now, they are trying to reproduce another such device.”

      “And if they succeed?”

      “I will then have additional tools for which to advance my plans.” Malvorian grinned before turning and walking toward the door, Thurvin at his side. “In the meantime, you and Captain Henton will lead our offensive. Take Starmuth first, then advance to Fastella before Ghealdor can prepare. What we attempt is unprecedented and will require magic as well as swords, which is why I am sending you.

      “I will also send a missive, demanding Forca and the entire guild join you. When you reach Lionne, you will meet with Montague and demand the same from Lionne. The high wizard will remain to protect his city, but the rest are to join the fight.”

      The wizard lord stopped beside the door, turning to look Thurvin in the eye. “Centuries of stagnant peace have made the wizard race lazy, passive, and pathetic. Occasionally, one with ambition challenges another to become a high wizard – an event occurring too infrequently for my liking. It is time for the wizards to set aside their dinners, parties, and meaningless squabbles and take the world by storm. When we are through, the Wizardom of Farrowen will be just a portion of my empire. I will lead all wizards, and the wizards will rule mankind completely.”

      Thurvin said nothing for a moment before nodding. “It will be done, my lord. However, what of Devotion? You claim to have identified a means of collecting prayers from other wizardoms.”

      “Yes.” Malvorian opened the door. “It is time to reveal the most critical aspect of my plan.”

      The wizard lord stepped into the corridor and waited for Thurvin to follow before closing the door. He then led the shorter man to his lift and called upon his magic, the power flowing through him with a rush. A disk of blue light encircled his outstretched hand in the pattern of a unique energy construct. When his palm touched the control panel, the lift began to lower.

      Malvorian said, “While Landish’s success in disposing of Taladain is a boon, it also points to the risk the amulet presents. You are to locate the thief and obtain the amulet at any cost. Set Despaldi to this task if you must, but until we possess it, our plans are at risk. It’s bad enough the thief has it, but think of what might occur if it fell into the wrong hands.”

      Thurvin nodded. “I agree. The amulet presents a great risk. It will be ours.”

      The empty throne room was dark, save for the two enchanted torches to each side of the throne. Those pale blue flames never died. After the destruction rendered during the confrontation with Gurgan, the throne had been rebuilt, a minor feat for Malvorian. True, wizardesses were more adept at constructs of repair, but with the power of a god, he was able to perform deeds other wizards would find impossible.

      The lift stopped when it reached the throne room floor. Malvorian then twisted his palm and the lift began to rotate.

      Thurvin stumbled, startled. “What’s this?”

      Malvorian chuckled. “Watch.”

      As the rear panel turned from the wall, it revealed a hidden opening. Inside was darkness, inky black and foreboding. The light from the throne room torches shone just enough to reveal the hint of a descending stairwell.

      The wizard lord released the energy construct and replaced it with a simple construct of illusion, transforming it into a ball of pale blue light that hovered above his palm.

      “Come,” Malvorian said as he stepped off the lift and passed through the doorway.

      The ball of light gave shape to the curving stairwell as the two wizards descended. The walls were smooth and seamless, as were the stairs. Down and down they went, deeper than both the palace basement and dungeon. Those levels existed in other parts of the palace, but this portion had been solid rock until recent years – until the arrival of the dwarf.

      The stairs ended at a short corridor. Malvorian followed it and stepped into the chamber. Thurvin stopped beside him, gaping at his surroundings.

      High above, stalactites clung to the cavern ceiling, some dripping water into shallow pools. Here and there, mounds of calcium had formed stalagmites, dotting the smooth cavern floor. In the distance, a few hundred feet away, was an opening.

      With Malvorian in the lead, the two wizards crossed the cavern, weaving around the pools and rock formations. The gray cavern walls glittered with metals and minerals, reflecting Malvorian’s light until he released it, the ball of magic fading into the ether.

      Dim light came through the opening ahead. Without pausing, Malvorian entered the narrow tunnel and emerged into another chamber. There, he found the dwarf, bent over a large, blue gem resting on a workbench made of stone.

      The dwarf had red hair and a thick, red beard tied into two braids. With beady eyes and a bulbous nose, he was not attractive.

      No matter, Malvorian thought. Nobody ever sees him anyway.

      “Algoron,” said Malvorian. “It is time.”

      The dwarf pulled his hands from the sapphire and turned toward the wizard lord. “Very well.” Algoron stood, dusting his hands against his trousers. “I have five gems crafted – enough to lay claim to all of Ghealdor.”

      A grin spread across Malvorian’s face. “I would see them.”

      With a wave, Algoron beckoned him to follow. Malvorian and Thurvin trailed the short, stocky dwarf across the chamber. At the rear, shelves had been carved into the stone walls. Algoron reached for one such shelf and pulled out a blue gem. When the dwarf spun around and held it toward Malvorian, the wizard lord accepted it with both hands, his eyes filled with wonder as he stared at the masterpiece.

      “It is magnificent.” Malvorian examined the sapphire, the gem pointed at each end with four facets on each half. “It looks exactly like the gem from my throne in the Tower of Devotion.”

      “The size and shape are an exact match,” Algoron said with a nod. “It took me years to find sapphires of that size, then many weeks to shape the first stone. Once perfected, it was easier to shape the others. However, I only had eight gems to start. One was flawed and shattered. Five are now ready, which leaves only two gems to claim cities beyond Ghealdor. I must soon go in search of others or the plan will stop short of your goal.”

      With an absent nod, Malvorian gazed upon the beauty of the gem. To anyone else, it was worth more than all the gold in Marquithe. To him, its worth far exceeded that. He turned and held it out to Thurvin.

      “You will take this with you.”

      With a furrowed brow, Thurvin accepted the huge gemstone. “What am I to do with it?”

      “When you capture Starmuth, you must find a means to scale the obelisk. At the top is a gem identical to this, but made of purple amethyst. Exchange the stones, and Devotion will resume in the city.” Malvorian grinned. “When it does, the citizens’ prayers will go to Farrow, and I, Lord Malvorian, will become their wizard lord.”
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      Welcome to the second verse of our epic, where complexities arise and the struggle for power takes hold. Before we begin, I shall remind you of what has transpired thus far, but BEWARE. The information below will spoil the story if you have not fully experienced the first entry.

      Here is what has happened thus far…

      In a race neither knew existed, a menagerie acrobat named Rhoa beat master thief Jerrell Landish to the amulet known as the Eye of Obscurance. Jerrell, who now goes by the name of Jace, worked for the head of the Marquithe Thieves Guild, a person only known as The Whispering Man. He agreed to track Rhoa down, obtain the amulet, and use it to assassinate Lord Taladain, the Wizard Lord of Ghealdor.

      Meanwhile, Rhoa and her fellow menagerie performers traveled from Marquithe to the Ghealdan city of Starmuth. During their journey, they acquired a new talent, a dwarf named Rawk, whose unique stone-shaping abilities made him an instant star in the show.

      After a brief stay at High Wizard Montague’s dungeon in Lionne, Jace caught up to the menagerie. Outside Starmuth, he cornered Rhoa and Rawk and demanded the amulet. Rhoa, however, had her own agenda and her own reasons for wishing Lord Taladain dead. She suggested they work together.

      The trio stopped at a village tavern during their journey and found me reciting a tale for patrons. I had a long history with Rhoa, so I invited them to ride with me to Fastella. We four traveled to the city, with me unaware of what Rhoa and Jace intended…until I overheard them arguing and pressed them for answers, demanding the truth. With my assistance, we planned Lord Taladain’s final performance.

      Narine Killarius, Lord Taladain’s daughter, had recently returned to Fastella after an eight-year stay in Tiadd, where she attended the University. Now a master wizardess, she inserted herself into Taladain’s life intending to prove herself an asset. Her brother, Eldalain, only saw her as a threat.

      Before the performance, Eldalain was sent off to Dorban to help his cousin put down an uprising. While he was away, Jace got himself a job as a steward at Fastella Palace, using it to provide us inside information. Taladain soon accepted our proposal to perform for him.

      At the risk of sounding arrogant, the performance was masterful, leaving the man and his daughter enthralled until the grand finale when Rhoa was to kill Taladain. That was where everything went wrong. One thing led to another in an epic display of magic, twists, and surprises. When things settled, the two hundred and seventeen-year-old wizard lord lay dead. It was then his daughter demanded we help her escape, for she feared her brother’s response, and rightly so.

      A flight ensued, the escape one of bravery, stealth, and magic. Our small party fled not only the palace, but the city itself. Now miles from Fastella, we journey south, while the city and entire nation of Ghealdor mourns the loss of their wizard lord.

      This is where our tale resumes, and where numerous threads converge while others unravel. The impact will surprise many, but it did not surprise me. I saw it coming all along.

      

      -Salvon the Great
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      Terrin Delmont leaned against the recessed doorway. Hidden by shadows, he watched the activity inside Fastella’s south gate, where Taladain’s Dogs searched anyone leaving the city. The guards had been at it all day, stirring rumors among the populace. Those rumors were further fueled by the Tower of Devotion, the purple flame dormant since the evening prior. Whispers on the streets said Taladain was dead. Terrin, better known as Rindle, needed to know for sure.

      The sun had set, but the skies had not yet darkened. The gates would soon close, sealing the city. When they did, he would learn the truth. Cordelia would make him pay for being late, but his information would be worth the price.

      A bell tolled. The guards shouted last call. One last wagon slipped out, likely a farmer returning home after selling his produce to people in the city. The portcullis began to close.

      With the city sealed, half the guards left the post, the other half waited to be relieved by the night watch. Rindle slipped from the shadows and followed the guards heading deeper into the city. The men chatted and laughed, as if it were any other day, speaking of taverns, cool tankards of ale, and the women who served them.

      The guards entered the quarter of the city known as the Merch, where the middle class lived, and approached a tavern, the sign above the door depicting the silhouette of a dog with its nose toward the sky.

      Rindle chuckled. The Howling Hound. I should have known. He followed the guards into the noisy tavern.

      The place was full, with no open tables and little room at the bar. Enchanted lanterns hanging on posts along the middle of the room cast pale blue light across the interior. Another cluster of guards sat at a table, throwing dice. The barmaids were the typical fare – one a tall, thin brunette, the other a short and voluptuous redhead, both deft at defending themselves from unwelcome hands.

      The guards he had followed shoved some patrons aside to create room at one end of the bar, placing their helmets on it while flagging down the owner – a short man with cropped hair and a trimmed beard. The man spoke with the guards for a moment, then turned to fetch a round of ale.

      Rindle wandered over and slipped his tall, thin body between a guard and a civilian. When the barkeep returned, Rindle waved the man over.

      “I’d like an ale and six shots of swoon.”

      The man arched a brow. “Six? Are you having trouble sleeping?”

      “Always, but the swoon is not for me.” Rindle thumbed toward the guards beside him.

      “Ahh.” The barkeep nodded and walked away.

      Rindle dug out a silver, hoping it would be a worthwhile investment. The barkeep returned with six small glasses filled with black liquid. A moment later, he placed a mug of ale onto the bar top and took the coin. Rindle took a sip of the ale and turned toward the guards, who were in conversation.

      “…makes a long day. I hope we don’t have to repeat it tomorrow,” one said, running his hand across his shorn scalp.

      “We didn’t find her or any of the others on the list,” another replied and took a drink, wiping the line of foam from his mustache. “I bet the north gate had no better luck.”

      “Do you think she is still in the city?”

      “If I were she, I would be long gone before Eldalain returns.”

      Rindle tapped the guard beside him, a man roughly his height but with far more mass, mostly muscle. The man turned toward him, his brown hair shorn and a scar across his forehead that left a streak of hair missing from one dark eyebrow. The other five glared at Rindle, the look in their eyes conveying their displeasure at the interruption.

      “Yeah?”

      “I happened to overhear you gentlemen discussing a long day of work. I thought it only proper to offer you each a drink for your efforts. After all, we citizens of Fastella have you men to thank for our safety and for the welfare of the city.”

      “A drink?” another guard asked, his interest piqued.

      “Sure.” Rindle gestured toward the six glasses waiting on the bar. “A shot of swoon for each of you.”

      Grim expressions softened and transformed as the guards smiled.

      “Thank you, kind sir,” the closest man said.

      “It is good to see a citizen who sympathizes with the Hounds rather than treating us like an enemy.”

      Rindle put his hand to his heart. “I harbor no ill will toward the Indigo Hounds, nor toward our fair ruler, Lord Taladain.”

      At Taladain’s name, the men’s faces darkened. Rindle had struck a chord.

      “Here.” He began handing out the glasses. “Have a drink on me.”

      The guards accepted them eagerly. A balding man with a short, brown beard lifted his. “To a better tomorrow.”

      The other five guards repeated the toast, all lifting their glasses and tapping them to Rindle’s mug. Each drank, the swoon going down in a flash before the guards slammed their empty glasses onto the bar.

      Swoon was strong, working rapidly on even the most seasoned drinker. Rindle need only allow it to cloud the men’s minds and reduce their inhibitions. However, he had their attention and was not about to let it slip away.

      “I heard there were long lines at the gates today. Are so many people trying to leave the city?”

      “No,” one replied. “And thank Gheald, too. It was bad enough as it was.”

      Rindle’s brow furrowed. “Why would there be lines then?”

      “We had to slow those who wished to leave and carefully inspect each person, horse, and wagon. Those things take extra time.”

      “Why bother?”

      The guards looked at each other in silence, then one sighed. “It’s going to get out no matter what orders we were given.”

      “True,” another replied.

      The first guard looked at Rindle. “Keep this to yourself, but there was a murder in the palace last night.”

      Rindle gaped, doing his best to act shocked. “Oh my. I hope it wasn’t anyone important.”

      “Not just anyone,” a guard grunted.

      Another leaned close, whispering, “Have you noticed the flame missing from the tower?”

      A gasp emerged as Rindle covered his mouth with his hand. “Lord Taladain?”

      Half the guards nodded, one of them adding, “As well as Captain Burrock.”

      “Burrock? Isn’t he supposed to be a formidable fighter?”

      “Yes.”

      “Who is in charge then?”

      “With Prince Eldalain away and Burrock dead, Sergeant Verd stepped in and has us searching the city.”

      “For the assassins?”

      “Yes.”

      Rindle put a finger to his mouth in thought. “But what of Princess Narine? I heard she had returned.”

      The guards looked at each other before one whispered, “She was behind the assassination.”

      Rindle was confused. “What do you mean? It wasn’t a short man with dark hair?”

      “Well, there is a man matching the description on our list.” The guard scratched his head in thought. “But there were others, as well. A petite girl, a short, stocky man, an old man, along with the princess and her bodyguard.”

      Rindle needed more information, needed to know what role Landish truly played in the assassination. “Surely you must have a witness. Someone must know who did the actual killing.”

      The guards looked at each other and shrugged. “There was a witness. A servant. The man said another servant started the attack. We believe that was the short man with dark hair.”

      Rindle frowned. Damn you, Jerrell. How did you do it? “But Taladain is a wizard lord, able to heal himself should anyone attempt to harm him. How could he have been killed?”

      The guards looked at one another, then one replied, “The best we can figure, it must have been the princess and her magic.”

      The guards turned from him and resumed their drinking, the conversation turning lewd as a barmaid tried to slide past. Rindle ignored it all, leaning his elbows on the bar and staring into space.

      When Jerrell had returned to Fastella, Rindle had been worried, until he heard him admit he planned to kill a wizard lord. Despite all Jerrell’s luck, Rindle was certain the man had gone too far this time. It should have been impossible. Landish should be dead, not Taladain. Nobody kills a wizard lord, except another wizard. Even then, it was rare. Wizard lords ruled for hundreds of years, the lives of others passing like seasons. Everyone knew it.

      Jerrell Landish had been away from Fastella for seven years, yet the man’s legend continued to grow. Killing Taladain would only enhance it, thickening the shadow that had masked Rindle from the respect he was due. I am still a better duelist. It was the one thing he always had over Jerrell. Unfortunately, he had not found a way to make his skill particularly useful or profitable.

      Rindle thought of his father, the man who had trained him to use the rapier at his hip, the same weapon his father had used years earlier to become dueling champion of the southern wizardoms. Too bad they no longer hold the competition. I could have made you proud, Father.

      Twelve years had passed since his father’s death. Still, nary a day passed when Rindle did not think of him. If only I hadn’t forgotten to douse the candle.

      Guilt resurfaced, joined by his father’s haunting screams. The fire had taken the man and everything else in Rindle’s life. Only the sword remained.

      A hardy round of laughter from the guards stirred Rindle from his reverie. He downed the last of his ale and hurried out the door.

      The sky was dark, save for the ever-present moon to the east. Night had fallen, which meant Rindle was definitely late. He rushed down the street, wary of his surroundings lest he be followed or accosted. The first was a real risk, the latter unlikely since he was known to work for the Thieves Guild.

      He needed to set the problem of Jerrell Landish aside, for Cordelia waited.
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        * * *

      

      Thurvin Arnolle stepped into the Marquithe Wizards Guild Hall, escorted by a pair of guards wearing dark blue capes over silver-plated armor. But they were ungifted, and he was a wizard. Despite his small stature, he refused to fear such men, especially now.

      A buzz of conversation greeted him, the words laced with gossip and conjecture. Pausing in the shadowy entrance, his gaze swept the hall as he assessed the situation.

      The room was filled with fellow wizards, men and women ranging in age from their early twenties to beyond seventy. Many possessed more raw talent than he, but he would show them something, something sure to surprise even Palkan Forca, the man seated on the dais. Thurvin’s hand went to the bracelet on his wrist, gripping it in reassurance. It was a recent gift from Lord Malvorian, a man who recognized Thurvin’s capabilities extended far beyond his meager ability to wield magic.

      Cunning and calculating by nature, Thurvin had taken it on himself to alter the shape of the less legal affairs in Marquithe, using money and contacts to build his secret persona of The Whispering Man. Behind his guise, he gradually organized criminal activity in the city, creating a Thieves Guild, such as existed in some of the other great cities. However, this one was different, functioning not just toward building wealth, but also in gathering information across the city and the rest of Farrowen. This network let Lord Malvorian carry out a secret agenda without political ramifications. Thurvin’s success had seen him rise to a new position, one of even greater power. Backed by his newfound power, it was time to prove his worth to the world.

      Thurvin strode down the blue-carpeted aisle. Enchanted candelabras hanging above him lit the way, illuminating the faces of the wizards and wizardesses as they turned toward him. Each row he passed fell quiet, like tiles stacked in a row and tipping one by one. When Forca stood, the remainder of the room fell silent, all eyes turning toward Thurvin.

      Finally, he would have their attention.

      “What is this, Thurvin?” Forca demanded. The man was tall and thin with well-groomed brown hair and beard. “Where is Malvorian?”

      “Lord Malvorian is busy,” Thurvin replied, stressing the man’s title. “I have called this meeting on his behalf.”

      Forca glowered at him. “We do not answer to you, Thurvin. You are nothing but an advisor to Malvorian. You hold no sway over the guild.”

      “You are wrong on both counts.”

      Thurvin grinned as he drew in magic, embracing the flow until it swelled to the greatest extent he had ever held. With the enchanted bracelet, his magic became much stronger than his limited natural talent. The glow from his body lit the room brightly, making it impossible for any gifted to ignore.

      “What is this?” Forca demanded, wide-eyed.

      “This is power, Palkan.” Thurvin strode forward and climbed the dais, followed by the two guards, who shifted to stand behind him as he faced the room. Still holding his power, he glared at the taller man until Forca backed away. After a deep breath, Thurvin spoke in a loud voice. “Malvorian has declared a state of war.”

      A rumble of surprise came from the wizards in the room. Thurvin held his hands out – one encircled by an energy construct, the other with a construct of protection. He slapped the two magic patterns together. A thunderclap shook the room, everyone jumping with a start as they fell silent.

      “You will listen. Any interruptions will be dealt with quite harshly. Don’t test my patience.” He relaxed, allowing the magic to dissipate, and with it, the glow faded. “As of today, Farrowen is at war with Ghealdor. Under the conditions of war, all registered wizards are required to serve when called on.” He grinned. “This is your call.

      “When you leave this room, prepare quickly, for we leave the day after tomorrow. Anyone attempting to avoid this service shall be considered a traitor and must answer to Malvorian directly.” He paused again for affect, then added, “I’m sure you recall what happened to Gurgan.”

      Everyone in the room had seen the two halves of Gurgan’s body on display outside Malvorian’s palace as a warning to any who might consider a coup.

      Facial expressions ranging from anger to fear stared toward the dais. How the wizards felt didn’t matter. All Thurvin required was obedience.

      Portia Forca, Palkan’s wife, stood from the front row. She was a comely blonde woman in her early forties, curvy but a bit plump for Thurvin’s taste. “Pardon, but you cannot expect the women to go to war. Wizardesses know nothing of battle magic.”

      “True,” Thurvin nodded. “However, you are far more skilled than men at healing, which will serve us well in this venture.”

      The woman’s blue eyes were visibly disturbed as she sat. The room fell silent, and Thurvin had to restrain himself from laughing. To have the entire guild – people who had once ridiculed him – disarmed and afraid was a triumph.

      Another personal victory. Many more will follow, for a new day is here.

      Without having to raise his voice, he issued orders. “You will not depart from Marquithe alone. A full company of soldiers will escort you, and I will be at their lead. The garrison at Lionne will soon march, and we will join them on the way to Starmuth. The sooner we take the city, the sooner we can advance to Fastella.”

      Forca stepped forward, the taller man dipping his head to Thurvin. The simple motion from the arrogant leader of the Wizards Guild made Thurvin smile.

      “Excuse the interruption,” Forca said, “but what of Lord Taladain? Surely you cannot expect us to face him in his own city.”

      “Ah. Taladain.” Thurvin nodded before turning toward the audience. “You no longer need worry about the Lord of Ghealdor, for the man is dead.”

      The entire room gasped as one. The death of a wizard lord was a rare occurrence, numerous decades often passing between such events.

      “Dead?” Forca sounded astonished. “How?”

      A grin stretched across Thurvin’s face. “I had him killed.”

      Forca’s eyes reflected doubt. “You?”

      Thurvin sneered, “I know you have thought little of me in the past, Palkan. However, Lord Malvorian has proven himself much wiser. Rather than spurn my skills, he embraced them. As a result, he will soon become the most powerful wizard in the world. When we capture Ghealdor, we capture not just land, but the faith of the people. You see, Taladain will have no successor. Instead, we will turn the Ghealdan Towers of Devotion toward Farrow. When we do, Malvorian’s power will double.”
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        * * *

      

      Prince Eldalain Killarius stood at the bow of God’s Cursor, his bodyguard, Klondon, beside him. The two gazed at the island city of Fastella as the ship sailed into port. It was early, the sun not far above the eastern horizon. Fishing boats were scattered along the coast, and another ship, a heavy, three-sailed freighter, slipped past on its way out to sea. Workers toiled on the docks, loading cargo onto three ships secured to the main pier. Beyond, the tall, pale walls of Fastella loomed, wrapping about the city as if to keep it from spilling out into the river on either side. The scene was decidedly mundane, giving the false impression that nothing important had occurred. A glance toward the heart of the city proved otherwise.

      The Tower of Devotion had gone dark, the eternal purple flame doused and dormant. Eldalain expected the fire would be lacking after witnessing the same infliction on the obelisk in Dorban. Only one thing could cause either flame to die. His father, Lord Taladain, must be dead.

      When he rode into Dorban three days prior, Eldalain had gone directly to the castle, only to discover his mission had been a ruse. His cousin, High Wizard Heldain, was neither trapped in his castle nor under assault by the Wizards Guild. In fact, the man appeared to have the backing of the guild. An hour later, as darkness took the city, the fire in the obelisk went dark. Eldalain immediately made for the harbor and commandeered a ship.

      With the fate of Fastella and all of Ghealdor at risk, haste was critical. Traveling by ship was faster than riding his horse back, so he ordered the rest of his guards to meet him in Fastella, then set sail with Klondon. Those soldiers would arrive with their horses in another day or two. By then, Eldalain would have the city under his control.

      What happened, Father? he wondered again, the question gnawing at him. He wished the old man had died prior to the Darkening. The long wait to ascend the throne would be difficult, the risk of treachery likely. It is what I would do. Strike while the wound is fresh, the guard not yet recovered. If my sister attempts to rise… The thought elicited a growl.

      With the sails down, the ship drifted toward the pier, a sailor at the prow ready with a thick coil of rope. The man tossed a loop toward a dockworker who secured the loop to a post, drawing the line taught.

      As the ship settled, Eldalain drew in his magic and formed a construct of physical manipulation. He anchored one end to the ship’s deck and wrapped a coil of magic about his waist, using it to lift him over the rail, across the twenty-foot gap, then set himself on the pier while onlookers watched in awe. Eldalain grinned. He knew they could not see the magic, just a striking wizard in purple robes floating from the ship to the pier.

      The moment his feet touched down, he spun and shifted his magic to anchor it to the steady pier. With a twist of his wrist, a coil of magic looped around Klondon’s midriff and lifted the man off the ship. The bodyguard was much heavier than Eldalain, even if he weren’t wearing armor and carrying a battle axe. The prince strained with the weight but kept his expression stoic, refusing to show weakness. Klondon floated over the gap and touched down beside him. The pair immediately headed down the pier, toward the waiting city.

      A grimace of determination framed Eldalain’s face, his hair and robe ruffling in the breeze. His stride was purposeful, climbing the incline to the open gate. Guards at the gate recognized him, hastily standing at attention and thumping their fists to their chests as he strode past, none daring challenge him.

      Good, he thought. Fastella remains mine to control. If another wizard held the city, the guards would have reacted differently.

      They passed through Dockside, the people on the street hurrying out of the way. Few would dare challenge any wizard wearing a scowl, and none would dare cross Eldalain Killarius. He had worked hard to establish his image. Fear was power, forcing others to listen and respect. Eldalain rarely had to threaten others. His reputation, formed by decades of ruthless efficiency, was threat enough. He mentally recounted those he had killed in the name of his father – seventeen wizards, eight wizardesses, and dozens of ungifted. None had presented a challenge. After all, few could hope to match his power, even without his ring. With it, they didn’t stand a chance.

      The buildings fell away, the street widening as they passed through Wizard Hills, filled with mansions and walled estates large enough to house numerous families. Eldalain had considered taking a house in the area, thinking it would keep the Wizards Guild under his thumb. However, nothing compared to life at the palace, and to take a home outside the palace walls would be like conceding his claim to the throne. When the mansions fell behind and he approached the palace, he slowed a bit, giving himself more time to think.

      With his father dead and the throne vacant, Ghealdor was like a ship without a captain, the wheel turning at the whims of the wind. He would need to seize control promptly and decisively. His sister would be a threat, as would Van Parsec, the leader of the Fastella Wizards Guild.

      If Narine remains at the palace, I will have to attack fast and crush her before she can protect herself. If she has fled… That would be a problem for another day.

      Eldalain gave a firm nod to the guards at the palace gate and entered unchallenged – another good sign. He crossed the plaza, climbed the stairs, and entered the building. Before he even reached the interior stairwell, a gray-haired man with a thin mustache, both waxed, appeared, dressed impeccably.

      The head of the palace staff gave Eldalain a shallow bow. “My prince. Thank Gheald you have arrived.”

      “Ruthers,” Eldalain said to the man. “What happened?”

      “Perhaps we should retire to your chambers to discuss the details.”

      “Where’s Burrock? I need to speak with him, as well.”

      Ruther’s eyes flicked toward Klondon, then back to Eldalain. “Master Burrock is dead. Verd currently leads the guard…until you name Burrock’s successor.”

      Eldalain took a deep breath. “Very well. To my chambers.”

      With Ruthers in the lead, the trio climbed to the fourth level and headed to Eldalain’s chambers. Ruthers produced a key, opening the door and holding it as Eldalain and Klondon entered. Ruthers followed, closing the door and turning about as Eldalain sat behind his desk. Klondon stood beside the door, grim and vigilant as always. Although the man couldn’t speak, he was the perfect bodyguard and suited Eldalain well.

      Ruthers cleared his throat. “Your Highness, I regret to inform you of your father’s death.”

      “The purple flames are doused, Ruthers. Taladain’s death is not news. I wish to know how it occurred.”

      The man wrung his hands for a moment before dropping them to his sides. “I assisted Master Verd in the inquiry. With you away, the princess missing, and Burrock and your father dead, things have been quite chaotic.”

      “My sister is missing?”

      “Yes.”

      Eldalain sat back and rubbed his chin. Narine is a problem for another day. “Perhaps you should start at the beginning.”

      “Yes, sir,” Ruthers said. “The inquiry focused on a number of interviews with the only surviving witness to your father’s murder.”

      Eldalain’s eyes widened. “Murder?” Taladain could heal himself and had the power to defeat any ordinary wizard. How could he be murdered?

      “The day after you departed, I interviewed a performance troupe who was to entertain your father. The princess was invited to join him. This new troupe was to perform just prior to sunset two days past. They arrived on time and all seemed well. I brought them out to the theater and retired to prepare dinner. Less than an hour later, a distraught servant named Hoann burst into the kitchen, panting and crying. He informed us of Taladain’s murder.

      “Of course, I rushed out to the theater immediately. By then, a number of guards had arrived. The scene was gruesome. Your father had been stabbed in the heart, blood everywhere. The blood…” He frowned. “It turned the tiles to crimson-colored crystal. Then we found Burrock and two of his men dead in the garden.

      “A search ensued, the palace locked down, all exits barred. However, the perpetrators were nowhere to be found. Neither was Princess Narine. Eventually, we found a tunnel through the palace wall, smoothly carved, as if done by an artist.”

      “Through the palace wall?” Eldalain frowned. It had to be magic, but he knew of no construct able to create such a tunnel. Bust the wall to pieces, yes. A tunnel, no.

      “We later interviewed Hoann, but the man was on edge, confused, and largely incoherent. Eventually, we determined another servant, a man newly hired, had been part of the attack and likely in league with the performers. Worse, we believe the scheme was hatched by Princess Narine.”

      Eldalain sat upright in surprise. “My sister killed my father?”

      “It appears so, Your Highness.”

      Incredible, Eldalain thought. I didn’t think she had it in her. I must be wary. She is more dangerous than I thought.

      “Verd took charge of the Indigo Hounds, searching everyone attempting to exit the city. With days passing and no sign of your sister or these assassins, I fear we have lost them.”

      Eldalain waved it off. “No matter. Our focus must shift toward protecting Fastella.”

      “Protecting the city, Your Highness?”

      “Yes. Without a wizard lord to hold the throne and to wield the power of Gheald, Fastella is at risk. Usurpers might seek to attack the city while we are at a disadvantage.”

      “I don’t know about such things, sir.”

      “Of course not. You just worry about the palace staff. I’ll worry about the city.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Please, fetch me Verd Lucan.” Eldalain stood. “I must speak with him. It is time to declare martial law.”

      “Immediately, my prince.” Ruthers exited the room, leaving Eldalain with his thoughts.

      He turned and walked to a window overlooking the theater. Four stories below, the marble tile was cracked and scorched, a section of the viewing platform turned to crimson crystal, sparkling in the sunlight. All were remnants of what must have been a mighty display of magic. His father, a man whose life had spanned over two hundred years, had died there. And with him, the power of Gheald was lost until the next Darkening. Eldalain’s gaze rose to the sun, partially blocked by the moon. Eighteen weeks would pass before another full Darkening occurred over Fastella. Those weeks would be a challenge, him attempting to hold the city while discovering what scheme hid behind his father’s assassination. Still, Narine had done Eldalain a favor by removing Taladain. But the timing was off.

      Where are you, Narine? Why kill father, then flee the city? What game are you playing?

      He released a sigh. “I should have killed her when I had the chance.”

      A grunt of agreement came from Klondon.
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      Jerrell “Jace” Landish grimaced as he trailed his travel companions by a dozen strides, just close enough to remain within earshot. He knew his pouting was childish, but he refused to give in.

      As always, Salvon drove his little cart, towed lazily by his sad, weathered horse, Jabbers. The old storyteller hummed to himself while holding the reins, a habit he had likely developed over years of traveling alone. His wispy, gray hair fluttered in the breeze, as did his distinctive patchwork cloak.

      Sitting beside the man was Rawk, who had remained silent for most of the journey, which was nothing new. The dwarf was odd. Skilled in reading others, Jace found him a puzzle of ill-fitting pieces. Because Rawk rarely said anything and his eyes were always masked by those dark, tinted spectacles, Jace hadn’t been able to get a good read on him or determine his motives. Rawk seemed so naïve sometimes, it left Jace wondering if he had been raised in seclusion. Still, with thick muscles and an uncanny ability to shape stone with his bare hands, he had proven himself useful.

      Next, Jace’s gaze landed on Narine, as it had frequently since the moment they met. The princess and her bodyguard, Adyn, rode in the back of the cart, while Rhoa walked beside it. Narine’s golden hair shone in the afternoon sun, her bright, blue eyes sparkling when she laughed at something Adyn said.

      At nearly six feet, Adyn stood a full head taller than Rhoa, the dark-haired, copper-skinned acrobat. Jace had discovered Rhoa, with her enchanted fulgur blades, and Adyn, with her curved sword and dagger, were both more dangerous than they appeared. Taladain and his captain of the guard, Burrock, had both discovered the truth of it, the last thing either would ever do.

      The three women went on and on, chatting and laughing, as if just to irritate Jace. He was irritated by it, and that bothered him even further. What good is pouting if nobody notices? he thought. More than anyone, a princess should understand proper behavior toward someone pouting.

      He had done his best to impress Narine, to no avail. True, she and Adyn enjoyed the stories of his escapades, bringing them shock and laughter in equal measure. After all, the legend of Jerrell Landish existed for good reason. However, Jace had encountered obstacles every time he had tried to get the princess alone. It was often Adyn who negated his maneuvers. The tall bodyguard seemed to forever loom over Narine, as if she were a newborn eaglet and Adyn the watchful mother bird, ready to strike with talons and beak should anyone threatening her offspring.

      Jace had never been one to give in, not without exhausting all angles. So he had watched and waited for the chance. When an opening arose and he finally managed to corner Narine in private, things had not gone as planned.

      He had done his best to charm the princess and appeared to be winning her over a bit each day, despite Adyn’s obvious interference. She simply didn’t understand Jace’s ability to overcome obstacles. Finally, on the fifth evening after leaving Fastella, opportunity arose.

      With the party camped in a cluster of trees beside a creek, Jace had wandered off in the darkness and noticed a yellow glow drifting past, dozens more beyond it. Tracking the nearest flickering light, he snatched the bug from the air, trapping it between two cupped palms. The amber, flickering firelight through the trees guided him back to camp, passing Salvon and Rawk as they dug through the old man’s cart. Across the fire, Adyn and Rhoa shared a private conversation, the two of them focused on each other. That left Narine sitting alone, staring into the fire. Jace sat beside the princess and opened his hands to reveal a small beetle, its tail pulsing with a glow.

      “Oh my,” Narine said, a smile blooming. “What is it?”

      “A firefly.”

      She leaned closer, pressing against his side as she peered into his cupped palms. “Do they bite?”

      “No. They are harmless.” His pulse began to thump from the warmth of their contact.

      “Where did you get it?”

      He gestured toward the moonlit field through the gap in the trees. “They are over there. Hundreds of them.”

      Her eyes were alight with excitement. “Show me.”

      “All right.” He couldn’t restrain his grin.

      Ducking through the trees, Jace led Narine into the meadow. He then opened his hands, palms up. The firefly took to the air, its light a blinking beacon. A smile on her face, she watched it glide off toward its brethren. Taking a chance, Jace took Narine’s hand and led her out into the field.

      As they walked through the tall grass, it stirred the fireflies resting there. The little bugs scattered in all directions, a swirling glow surrounding the couple as they crossed the open area and crested a small rise.

      “It’s wonderful.” Narine’s voice was breathy, making her sound younger than her twenty-three years.

      “You’ve never seen them before?” he asked.

      “No. Never.”

      He paused, turning toward her. “This is all new to you, isn’t it? Traveling like this. Sleeping in the wild. Even spending the night in an inn. You haven’t done this sort of thing before.”

      “No,” she said. “Not at all. For many years, I hadn’t even left the palace, other than during palanquin rides around the city. When I turned fifteen, I took a ship to Tiadd to join the University. While life there was different, it was nothing like this.” Jace thought she sounded sad. “I now find myself facing an uncertain future, unsure of what will become of me. I fear my brother will pursue me, but at the same time, I feel as if I have been freed from the shackles of my old life.”

      Jace arched a brow, his expression doubtful. “Shackles? You lived in a palace with the best of everything. The rest of us only wish for such shackles.”

      Narine’s voice took on an edge of anger. “Living as a princess means you have no freedom to leave the palace grounds, let alone the city. You don’t get to shape your own future and, most likely, will be told who you are to marry.”

      Jace snorted. “Nobody is going to tell me who to marry. Who would wish to be bound to the same person for life? That is what I call shackles.”

      She yanked her hand from his. “Some of us find the idea romantic. Some of us wish to find someone special, someone with whom they would happily share their love, laughter, and tears. For life.”

      Realizing he was losing her, Jace redirected the conversation. “Is that why you left for Tiadd? To avoid an arranged marriage?”

      Her gaze followed a firefly as it drifted past, her tone shifting toward sadness again. “Yes. I desperately wished to avoid such an arrangement. At worst, eight or ten years at the University would buy me time.” She looked back at him, her skin appearing pale in the moonlight. “I also hoped my training, my mastery of magic, might convince my father I am too valuable to lose in an arranged marriage likely to send me to a different wizardom.”

      The mention of her magical ability had Jace reaching for his chest, making sure the amulet remained hidden beneath his tunic. It was still there. With it, I am immune to magic. She can’t do anything to me. Reassured, he thought, We are alone. It is time for boldness.

      He took her hand again, drawing her attention. The round moon reflected in her eyes, their surroundings twinkling with the light of the fireflies. “You have the most beautiful eyes.”

      She looked down shyly. “People say I have my mother’s eyes.”

      His brow furrowed. “I have never heard anything about her.”

      “She died during childbirth. I was to have a younger brother, but there were complications. I was two years old at the time.” Her soft-spoken words carried a wish of what might have been.

      Jace put his hand on her cheek. “I am sorry. It is obvious you missed having her in your life. I understand. My own mother died when I was nine.”

      Her gaze shifted up to meet his. With the emotional connection, Jace sensed an opening and took it. He leaned in, and her eyes drifted shut as their lips met. At first, he brushed against hers softly, then again. His other hand met the small of her back and pressed her against him, their kiss increasing in passion. She seemed a bit reluctant, unsure, or unskilled. Perhaps all three. It didn’t matter. Jace’s pulse raced and his desire grew more urgent. He removed his hand from her cheek and slid it down to her well-rounded chest. His blood began to boil.

      Narine’s eyes flashed open and she pulled back, swatting his hand away. The hair on his arms stood on end. Magic, he thought, taking a step back. Nothing happened, save for the amulet on his chest growing ice cold.

      “What?” Narine appeared confused.

      Jace grinned. “Your magic won’t work on me.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “The amulet. Fine.” She bit the words off angrily and moved closer to poke him in the chest, her finger driving him back a step. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed your smooth moves, Jerrell,” she said his real name with a snarl. “You have been watching me since the moment we met. If you think I am one of your tavern wenches, think again. I am no trophy to pursue, nor am I one to spread my legs for every attractive man who wishes otherwise.”

      Jace frowned. “That’s unfair. I never said you were a tavern wench.”

      “We are done here.” She stomped off, returning to camp in a rush.

      Looking up at the moon, Jace shook his head. “Why must women be so difficult?”

      The moon didn’t answer. It never did, just hovering in the same location in the eastern sky, round and full, every night the same as the one before.

      With a sigh, he meandered back to camp, wondering where things had gone wrong. He noticed that the fireflies had fled, leaving the meadow vacant save for himself. Even they have abandoned me. Did I slight them, as well? Jace was used to having others upset with him, often wishing to do him harm. In Narine’s case, he wasn’t prepared to give up just yet, so he decided to apologize and wait for another opportunity. With the thought in mind, he approached camp.

      As he stepped into the firelight, he found all five of his companions standing at the far side of the fire, watching his approach. Rhoa had her arms crossed over her chest, and Rawk mirrored her, but with a much more relaxed expression on his face.

      “What?” he asked, looking around. “Why are you staring at me?”

      Rhoa said, “Why indeed?” The diminutive acrobat glared at him in judgment.

      “Listen, I–” A smack echoed in the dark and pain flared on Jace’s backside. “Ouch!”

      He jumped forward, rubbing himself, turning to see what had hit him. A sapling, six feet long and no more than an inch in diameter at the thick end, floated in mid-air. He looked at Narine, whose hands were held out before her, palms open.

      She grinned. “So, you are immune to magic?”

      The princess twisted one hand before snapping the other. The sapling spun around Jace and smacked him in the backside again. The others laughed.

      “Ouch!”

      He shouted again and again as she used her magic to spank him repeatedly, while he tried to scramble and dodge the wooden whip. The laughter grew until he finally broke into a run, through the trees and back into the meadow.

      From the camp, laughter continued for quite some time, stirring his anger.

      Jace had slept in the meadow that night.

      Since waking with the rising sun the following morning, sore, damp with dew, and surly, he had said nothing to the others. Instead, he walked alone, sulking while they carried on as if he weren’t there. They were likely waiting for him to apologize to Narine. He refused to give them the satisfaction.

      They passed the apple orchard where Jace, Rawk, and Rhoa had first hatched their crazy scheme. At the time, Jace had expected to steal the amulet from Rhoa and finish the contract alone. While he had swapped a false amulet in secret, keeping the true amulet for himself, nothing else had gone according to his plan.

      His gaze shifted to Rhoa, who walked beside Salvon’s cart. At nineteen years old, her appearance made her seem even younger and gave the impression of a naïve and innocent soul. Jace wouldn’t have expected her to have the courage to kill the mightiest wizard in Ghealdor. Even with Jace’s penchant for luck, he was astounded they had all survived the ordeal.

      As they passed the orchard, the walls of Starmuth came into view, amber in the light of the setting sun. The trees to the other side of the road parted, revealing an open field between the road and the river to the south. The long grass was trampled and dead, a lingering sign of the menagerie’s recent stay. Rhoa stopped and stared at the empty field while the cart continued down the road.

      Narine called out from the back of the cart, “What is it, Rhoa?”

      Salvon looked backward, then pulled the reins, drawing Jabbers to a stop.

      Jace drew closer, his attention focused on Rhoa, as Rawk approached from the other direction. Rhoa’s large, dark eyes reflected concern.

      Jace set his hurt feelings aside and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sure they are fine.” He recalled the Midnight Guard interrogating the troupe while he, Rawk, and Rhoa snuck away. “Despaldi sought the amulet. He wasn’t out for blood, or the conversation would have been far different.”

      Rhoa took a breath before replying. “It has been less than three weeks since the troupe arrived here. To leave in such a short time… It’s not normal.” Her gaze remained on the empty field. “I fear for them.”

      Salvon climbed off his cart, the old man groaning as he held a hand against the small of his back. He approached, focused on Rhoa. “The menagerie was camped here?”

      Rhoa nodded without turning toward him. “Yes. We had only one performance before I left.” She glanced at the short man beside her. “It was Rawk’s first and last.” A frown crossed her face. “Without me to play the Black Sparrow, the entire show would have been reworked. To also lose Rawk, the performance would greatly suffer.”

      The old man nodded. “Perhaps that’s why they left. The show did not go well and they moved to another city.”

      “I hope you are right.” Rhoa gave the man a smile. “Thank you, Salvon.”

      Jace frowned. “What about me? I was trying to help, too.”

      Rhoa turned toward him and rolled her eyes. “Fine. Thank you.” She then pressed her lips together. “You do know it’s inappropriate to demand gratitude. It makes your motives seem insincere.”

      “Yes, Jace,” Narine said from the cart. “What are your motives?”

      Jace stared at the princess for a moment before shaking his head and walking past the cart. I’ll not be baited by that infuriating woman again. I’ve had enough. “I am done with you people,” he called over his shoulder. “Take care. Have a good life.”

      As the walls of Starmuth drew closer, he began to feel better. There would be a hot meal and room waiting for him at The Gilded Goose. Better yet, he had a horse stabled there.

      “No more walking,” he said to himself, drawing a smile as he buried thoughts of the companions he left behind.
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      Narine Killarius turned, rising to her knees on the bed of Salvon’s cart. She peered over the old man’s shoulder as he snapped the reins. The cart lurched into motion, drawn by Salvon’s sorry old horse. Ahead, the city of Starmuth loomed, but Narine focused on the figure on the road between the cart and the city.

      Jace walked with a hurried step, outpacing the slow cart until he paused briefly to speak with the guards at the city gate. A pang of guilt soured her mouth, drawing a frown. I was harder on him than he deserved. She suddenly regretted pushing him away. The thief was different from any man she had known and had intrigued her from the start despite warnings from Rhoa and Adyn. Both women had insisted Jace was to be avoided.

      “He is selfish, unethical, and pig-headed,” Rhoa had warned days earlier.

      “I know the type,” Adyn had added. “He will bring you nothing but trouble, Narine. I can see it by the way he watches you all the time. If your desire was to lure a man to your bedroom, he would be an easy target.” Adyn had tilted her head, watching Jace from a distance. “He is attractive enough and might be good for a bit of fun, but I know you better than that. You seek a man who will respect you, a man you can trust. Neither can come from someone like him.”

      The words had stuck with Narine, gnawing at the back of her mind. Despite those warnings, she found herself continually drawn to Jace, more so with each day of their journey. And then, the prior evening…

      Just thinking about their kiss left Narine’s head fuzzy and her heart pounding. Her knees had almost buckled as he held her against him, his warm lips intertwined with hers. It was pure bliss, until he had pressed beyond where she was prepared to venture.

      Narine knew she had overreacted to Jace’s advances. It wasn’t the first time. Kollin, the previous boy to make an attempt on her body, hadn’t been immune to her magic. He had survived, but only after Master Hildama’s timely arrival. The woman had healed Kollin and no visible scars remained…once the hair grew back in his nether region. He had never spoken to Narine again. Even before that debacle, no other male at the University had been brave enough to approach her romantically. Afterward, most had avoided her altogether.

      Images from earlier that morning replayed in her head, a common occurrence since the encounter. She had left camp to get some water from the nearby stream, pausing when she saw someone through the trees. It was a man with dark hair, stripped to the waist, his back to her as he squatted on a rock just above the water’s surface. He dipped his head into the water, lifting it in a burst, his long, dark bangs sending a fan of water into the air. Standing, he ran his hands through his hair, drops of water glistening on his body in the first rays of morning light. He wasn’t a big man, but his arms and shoulders were muscular in a lean way. He twisted, revealing a chiseled chest and rippled torso. His hands ran down his face, and he shook his head. Narine gaped, realizing it was Jace. His gaze swept the area, approaching her direction. She ducked, hoping he hadn’t seen her.

      Adyn spoke, causing Narine to jump with a start, drawing her from her reverie. “You are watching him.”

      Heart thumping in her chest, Narine did her best to recover. “No. I’m gazing at the city.”

      Adyn snorted. “You are a poor liar.”

      Narine glared at her friend, wearing her best princess face. “I’ve never been to Starmuth. I just find it odd to see the walls so low, the city so much smaller than Fastella.”

      Adyn rose in the cart and twisted to kneel beside Narine. She gazed at the approaching city for a moment before replying. “It’s not much to look at, but it’s still bigger than Tiadd City.”

      “True.”

      Salvon turned and spoke over his shoulder, “Starmuth has its charms, as does every city in the eight wizardoms.”

      “How many have you visited, Salvon?” Narine asked.

      “Oh my,” Salvon said. “I am unsure if I can give you a count. Just know I have been to each wizardom during my years, from the hot deserts of Hassakan, to the jungles of Kyranni, to the ice fields of Pallanar.”

      Narine had heard of all those places and had studied lore on each of the wizardoms while at the University. However, she had seen little of the world, never venturing beyond the walls of Fastella until her sea voyage to Tiadd. In many ways, the University there was more secluded than her father’s palace. Except for those two places, she had been nowhere until the past week.

      The cart rolled toward the gate, a pair of guards eyeing them as they drew near. Both were men, one tall, the other short, dressed in Ghealdan armor with purple capes and a dog’s head embossed in their chest plates. When the cart reached the gate, Salvon pulled Jabbers to a stop and addressed the guards.

      “Good evening. I am Salvon the Great, a storyteller of much renown. I was wondering how things fare in the city these days.”

      The guard glanced at his companion before replying. “Things are…unsettled. You came from the north. Were you by chance in Fastella last?”

      Rhoa and Rawk walked past, entering the city without more than a passing glance from the shorter guard.

      “Oh, no.” Salvon shook his head. “We began in Tangor to the west and headed here by way of the Ghealdan Mountain Pass. It was a rough two weeks, I assure you.” The old man used his cloak to wipe his brow, appearing weary. “I wish nothing more than to eat a hearty meal, take a hot bath, and sleep for a week.” He flashed a grin.

      “Very well. Just watch yourself. High Wizard Charcoan has issued strict orders. There is a curfew an hour after sunset. Anyone caught in the streets between then and dawn is to be arrested and interrogated.”

      Salvon’s brow furrowed. “What would prompt the high wizard to do such a thing?”

      “A dire situation has arisen, and the restrictions are in place until things return to normal.”

      The shorter guard elbowed his companion. “Don’t tell them that.”

      “Why? They’ll see it for themselves soon enough.”

      Narine rose up on her knees and asked, “What will we see?”

      The shorter guard looked at her, his eyes roving from her face to her chest before widening. The look in his eyes made Narine feel self-conscious, and she wished to cover herself.

      The taller guard said, “Lord Taladain has–”

      The shorter guard stopped the taller man by gripping his shoulder, his gaze still fixed on Narine. “We cannot say more. Orders, you see.” His gaze shifted to Salvon. “Where did you say you are staying?”

      “Hmm… Well, I didn’t, but I have found The Golden Chalice to be a fine place for storytelling, the audience always eager for more.”

      “The Golden Chalice.” The short guard nodded. “Yes. A nice inn, located in the merchant quarter.”

      Salvon nodded. “That’s it.”

      “Very well.” The shorter guard pulled the taller one backward, away from the wagon. “Nightfall is here, so you should move along. Remember the curfew. Have a good night.”

      Salvon nodded and snapped the reins. Jabbers pulled the small cart from the gravel road to the cobblestone square inside the gate. A fountain stood to one side, where Rawk and Rhoa waited. The pair followed as Salvon guided the cart down a narrow, busy street.
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        * * *

      

      Jace crept along the rooftops, remaining a few strides from the edge to stay hidden from anyone on the street below. The sun had set, but the sky was light enough to make him visible if anyone glanced up at the wrong moment.

      When Jace came to an alley, he paused and leaned forward, watching for Salvon’s cart. The old man’s horse continued down the street, beyond the intersection. Jace backed up and leapt over the twelve-foot span, landing lightly as he continued forward. Scurrying across three rooftops in rapid fashion, he eased toward the eaves and peered over. People on the street, heading in both directions, moved to the sides to make room for the horse and small cart. At the next corner, Salvon turned down an alley with a sign depicting a chalice painted a bright yellow.

      “Come on, Jace,” he muttered to himself, one of his many habits. “You know where they are staying. Why do you care? You are better off without them. Just remember what is waiting for you in Marquithe.”

      As he turned away, he spotted two Ghealdan guards walking through the crowd. The men stopped to look down the alley, then hurried down the street, shoving through the foot traffic in an obvious rush. It took only a moment before Jace decided to follow.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, Narine headed upstairs in The Golden Chalice to take a bath. While the meal was nothing notable, it was better than anything she had eaten since fleeing Fastella. She had tried to convince Adyn to join her in the bathing room, but the woman ordered another tankard of ale and said she might remain for a third mug. Accordingly, Narine had left her, Rhoa, Rawk, and Salvon, who was scheduled to perform soon.

      At the top of the stairs, she found the baths just two doors from the room she was to share with Rhoa and Adyn. A steaming kettle on a grate above hot coals waited in the fireplace. She used the heavy leather mitts to lift the kettle and pour the scalding water into the already half-filled copper tub. Stripping down, she examined her lavender dress. There were dirt patches and it smelled faintly of sweat. Her shift smelled much worse. With no change of clothes, she decided to wash them both while sitting in the tub. It felt wonderful to soak in the hot water, alone, in peace. Traveling with others lacked solitude, and Narine enjoyed having a brief moment to herself.

      When the water had cooled enough to force her out, she wrung out her clothing and dried herself with a towel before wrapping it about herself and grabbing her slippers. She peeked out to find the hallway empty, hurried down the corridor, and stopped outside her room while fumbling with the key. Opening the door, she stepped inside.

      The room was tiny compared to her bed chamber in Fastella, yet larger than the rooms at the previous two inns where they had stayed. Growing up in a palace made most other buildings seem small and the rooms inside them even smaller. If she had learned anything during the past week, it was to adjust her expectations. The rest of the world lived quite differently than a princess.

      She laid her wet dress over a chair and shook out her shift. This is going to be cold, she thought, gritting her teeth as she slipped her arms in and pulled it over her head. Getting into it was a challenge, requiring her to wiggle and work it down over her chest and hips. She then picked up her towel and did her best to dry her golden hair.

      A knock startled her, causing her to freeze. But it came from the window, not the door. She spun around and gasped when she saw someone outside, staring in.
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        * * *

      

      Jace worked his way across the rooftops, heading toward The Golden Chalice. On the street below him, a man rode a horse at a walk. But not just any horse. Jace’s horse…or at least the one he had stolen weeks earlier on his way from Lionne to Starmuth.

      “I will miss you, Patches,” he whispered to himself.

      The man and horse turned into an alley and faded from view. Jace hurried over the peaked roof of the building beside the inn and saw the man ride into the dark, empty stable yard. The man dismounted, opened the stable doors, and walked the horse inside before pulling the doors closed.

      Suspecting he had little time to waste, Jace slid to the edge of the eaves, gripped the downspout, and lowered himself to the porch roof below. He crept forward and peered through a window. The room was dark, save for a single lantern, nobody inside. The next room was occupied by a couple, neither of whom were clothed and both clearly having a much better evening than his own. He knew he should feel ashamed for watching, but he had larger concerns to address.

      With a hint of reluctance, he moved along. When he peered through the next window, he saw a woman drying her hair with a towel. The woman turned slowly, her wet shift clinging to her shapely curves, the thin material revealing just about everything it was designed to conceal. She was obviously cold, the sight heating his blood. When she lowered the towel, he realized it was Narine.

      With a body like that, you would think she would be eager to show it off.

      Releasing a sigh, he knocked on the window.

      Narine spun, her eyes flaring with shock. Her face then turned red as she stomped over, unlatched the window, and flung it open.

      “Have you no shame?” she shrieked. “Is this what you do? Creep around and watch innocent women as they get dressed?”

      “Hush,” Jace said in an urgent whisper. “Will you be quiet and let me in?”

      His response appeared to only increase her ire. “I will not be quiet, nor can you come in! I don’t need some lecherous thief skulking about my bed–”

      He thrust his palm into her face. “Stop,” he whispered angrily. “Stop being a pretentious princess long enough for me to explain.”

      She clamped her jaw closed, her mouth forming a grimace. “Fine.” She backed away as he climbed in.

      Jace stood and glanced around the room. It was empty, save for a lit lantern and some furniture. His gaze settled on Narine. Her hair was a wet mess, begging to be brushed. Bright blue eyes gazed back at him, issuing a silent challenge. Her body, well… He openly appraised her with a smirk.

      “You needn’t be so ashamed about your body. In fact, you should be proud.”

      Narine crossed her arms over her chest, covering it. “Is this important, or should I scream for Adyn?”

      “First, I came here to help you.” He stepped closer, lowering his voice. “Guards followed you after you entered the city. They then went to the high wizard. Charcoan knows you are here and is sending a company of men to arrest you.”

      “What?” Her angry expression fell away. “How do you know this?”

      “I…” I hate to admit this. “I was watching to see where you were staying. When I followed Salvon’s cart, I spotted the guards from the gate trailing you. I then followed them to Charcoan’s castle outside the city. He plans to storm the inn tonight and take you into custody. Word on the streets says there is a substantial reward for your capture.” He put his hand on her shoulder. Her skin felt cold. “You need to escape. Now.”

      The door burst open, Adyn rushing into the room. She skidded to a halt and stared at Jace. “What are you doing here?” She eased the door closed, locked it, and turned toward him with her eyes narrowed. “Did you lead those guards to us?”

      Jace groaned. “They are here already?”

      “Yes. I was at the top of the stairs when they burst in.”

      Narine spun toward Adyn. “Jace was just warning me about Charcoan sending guards to take me into custody. I fear the high wizard intends to hand me over to Eldalain.”

      Adyn stared at Narine for a breath before nodding. “We have to get you out of here.”

      Jace turned. “The window. It’s the only way.”

      Narine looked at it. “You want me to climb out a window in the dark while wearing nothing but my shift?”

      He looked her over briefly and smiled. “I suggest you put on some shoes first.”

      Adyn bent, scooped up Narine’s slippers, and shoved them into her midriff. “He’s right. Get them on and let’s go.” She then hurried to the far side of the bed. “Jace, help me block the door.”

      The pair of them began moving furniture while Narine put her slippers on and pulled her wet dress over her head. Jace couldn’t help but watch as she struggled to get it on. Rather than button it, she tossed her dry cloak over her shoulders and tied it at the neck. By then, all three beds were piled in front of the door.

      The rush of footsteps came from the hallway. The doorknob jiggled, then they heard a faint voice. “This one is locked.”

      Jace turned to the window and pulled it open. “Come along and be quiet.” He then stepped through and onto the awning.

      The air was chilled by a sea breeze. Voices drifted up from the stable yard below. In the light from the inn, the shadowy silhouettes of a half-dozen guards were visible. Jace thought to himself, Come on, Norm. Before they see us. Timing was everything for plans such as Jace’s latest.

      Narine poked her head out, and Jace gave her his hand. She used her other hand to lift her skirts and step through the opening. Her trailing foot caught on the sill and she fell forward, but Jace caught her before she went over the edge. He pulled her close to hold her steady while waiting for Adyn.

      “Did you hear something?” a guard below said.

      The stable door burst open, and a horse-drawn cart came rushing out. The cart went straight for the guards, causing the men to dive out of the way lest they be trampled. With a sharp turn, Salvon’s cart sped into the alley and was gone.

      The guards scrambled up, began shouting, and raced after the horse-drawn cart. In moments, the stable yard was, again, quiet.

      Jace turned to find Adyn standing beside Narine. She had donned her cloak, as well, the dark material helping her to melt into the shadows.

      “Was that Salvon?” Narine whispered.

      “No.” Jace pulled her along the roof, toward the building next door. “It was a man named Norm. I gave him my horse… Well, I gave him a horse I had stolen a couple weeks ago in exchange for a small deed he was to perform.”

      When they reached the building, he pointed up. “We need to climb.”

      Narine looked up at the downspout and shook her head. “How am I going to climb that? I can barely do a pull-up.”

      He rolled his eyes. “We will figure it out.”

      Adyn walked past him. “I’ll go up first. Jace can boost you up, and I’ll pull you onto the roof.” Without pause, she gripped the downspout and climbed up.

      Jace turned to Narine and cupped his hands together, forming a foothold. When she put a slippered foot into it, he lifted with a grunt. She then climbed onto his shoulders and gripped the downspout. He stepped away, but she slipped, forcing him to rush forward and catch her. With his hands on her backside, he pushed her up until she was able to reach Adyn’s outstretched hands. Between the two of them, Jace pushing from below and Adyn pulling from above, they got Narine onto the roof.

      Jace climbed up next, scrambling onto the roof and rising to his feet before dusting off his hands.

      Narine glared at him. “Did you enjoy yourself?”

      “What?”

      “I find it oddly convenient that your hands groped my backside while I was trying to climb up.”

      Jace gaped at her before recovering. He threw his hands into the air. “Fine. You got me. I planned the entire thing.” He crossed the roof, still talking. “I sent guards your way and snuck in, hoping I might catch you in your shift. I then conveniently made sure the roof next door was high enough where I could lift you while caressing your arse.” He paused at the peak and turned around. “Now you know the depths of my depravity. Are you coming along, or would you prefer we go visit your brother in Fastella?”

      Narine glared at him for a moment before climbing toward the peak of the roof. “Is there a third choice? Something more appealing? For instance, I could bathe in the sewers, or perhaps wed a goat?”

      Snickering, Adyn followed. Narine walked past Jace, as if he weren’t there.

      Adyn paused long enough to clap him on the shoulder. “You two are getting on swimmingly. I can’t wait to see what happens next.”

      The two women descended before jumping to the flat roof next door.

      A loud crash came from the direction of the inn, followed by men shouting.

      They are breaking through the door we barred, Jace thought.

      With a sigh, he followed the women. It was going to be a long night.
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      “Nobody move!” a man shouted as he strode into the dining room of The Golden Chalice.

      The man wore Ghealdan armor, as did the six guards who trailed him. Unlike the guards, he wore no helmet, his cropped black hair peppered with gray. His stern glare swept the room, all eyes on him.

      Salvon, who had been in the middle of a story, stopped his telling and frowned at the intruder. Another cluster of four guards entered from the rear, stopping to block the corridor.

      Rawkobon Kragmor wished he were in a building made of stone rather than one made of wood. Wooden structures were a foreign concept to the Maker, having lived his entire life in the underground city of Ghen Aeldor. He understood stone – a substance he could sense, a material he could shape, one that brought him comfort. Since even the floor was made of wood, he couldn’t burrow his way out should the situation demand flight. Being trapped, he began to gasp for air, his heart racing.

      The patrons in the dining room were frozen, their attention focused on the armored man as he crossed the room toward Salvon.

      “I am Captain Pilson. I am in charge of the security of Starmuth and have been sent by High Wizard Charcoan to arrest a wanted criminal.”

      Salvon frowned. “Why are you addressing me? I am a simple storyteller, performing my craft…until your rude interruption.”

      The captain stalked toward Salvon. “Come now, old man. We know you entered the city with her. Where is she?”

      His brow rose. “She?”

      Pilson grabbed the old man’s lute and pulled it from Salvon’s grip. His face twisted and he doubled over before dropping the lute to the floor. The thrum from the strings vibrating echoed in the quiet room.

      “Argh,” Pilson exclaimed, shaking his wrist, as if his hand had been bitten. He glowered at the instrument. “That thing… There is something wrong with it.”

      Bending to pick up the lute, Salvon cradled it to himself like a babe. “It is enchanted. Anyone who touches it will feel quite ill, as you have discovered.”

      Pilson wiped the sweat from his forehead and turned toward his men. “Go check upstairs. Bring down anyone you find.”

      A group of soldiers ran upstairs to search, while the others watched their captain pace the room. Spinning on his heel, Pilson turned toward Salvon with a grimace. “Where is the princess?”

      Rawk heard Rhoa gasp. Nervous, he looked around for a means to escape. Charcoan’s guards were not looking at him or Rhoa, but the exits were blocked. He feared they would find the princess and drag her downstairs. Worse, he feared Rhoa would be implicated in Taladain’s assassination.

      “Princess?” Salvon appeared confused. “I don’t know of any princess.”

      “Tell me then,” the captain stepped closer. “Who was with you when you arrived at Starmuth?”

      The old man blinked. “Oh. The two women? I met them just a few days ago where the western road meets the one leading to Fastella. They appeared worn, especially the fair-haired one. She didn’t seem fit for walking, so I offered them a ride in my cart.” Salvon leaned close to the man. “At my age, you consider it a treat to have the company of two comely young women as travel companions.”

      Rawk blinked in amazement at how well Salvon sold the lie. The storyteller’s reply was so smooth, so believable.

      The guard glared at Salvon until a ruckus arose from outside, men shouting. He turned toward the rear corridor as a soldier rushed in, breathing heavily. Rawk recognized him as the taller guard from the city gate.

      “It was the cart, sir. The same one that entered the city with the princess.” The tall guard glanced at Salvon. “Whoever was driving it just took off, toward the south gate. The other guards are in pursuit.”

      The captain grunted. “I thought you said the horse pulling the cart was old, could barely walk.”

      “Yes, but…” The guard appeared confused, brows furrowed.

      “Well, those men had better catch whoever is in that cart.”

      Guards descending the stairs drew Rawk’s attention. They had a man and a woman between them, the woman blonde and around Narine’s age. Her hair was a mess, and she was naked, save for a blanket held against her chest. The man wore nothing at all, walking with his hands cupped over his groin. A guard stepped on the blanket, pulling it from the woman’s grip, revealing enough to make Rawk’s eyes go wide. He turned away, his face growing flush. It was the first time he had seen a woman naked, human or dwarf.

      “Sir, we found these two upstairs,” a guard said before pulling the woman forward. “This woman has golden hair. Is it her?”

      Rawk looked back to find the woman covered once again, Captain Pilson approaching her while giving visual examination.

      The captain shook his head. “Can’t be. She’s too tall, and her eyes are green. The princess has blue eyes and…” His gaze shifted lower, “more meat on her body than this one.”

      “Captain,” another guard said. “There is one room upstairs we cannot check. We tried all the keys, but the door won’t open.”

      Rawk looked at Rhoa, their eyes meeting. It was obviously the room Rhoa was to share with Narine and Adyn. He saw the concern in her eyes, matching the churning in his stomach. What would happen if they captured the princess?

      Captain Pilson asked, “Do any of the keys turn the lock?”

      The man blinked. “Um. Well, yes.”

      The captain sighed. “And what did you do after the lock turned?”

      “I tried to open the door, of course. It didn’t budge.”

      “Didn’t you think someone may have barricaded the door from the inside?”

      The guard’s eyes went wide. “I…”

      “Go break down that door!” the captain bellowed.

      The three guards hurried upstairs, leaving the shaken couple behind.

      Pilson spun on his heel and rolled his eyes, looking up at the ceiling. “Why, Gheald? Why must I be surrounded by idiots?”
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        * * *

      

      Despite the tension over the prior few minutes, Rhoa Sulikani almost burst out laughing at the captain’s complaint about his men. She glanced at Salvon, meeting his gaze. He appeared to have things under control, claiming ignorance regarding Narine.

      A ruckus arose from upstairs – thumping, cracking, stomping, grinding of wooden furniture scraping across the wooden floor. It then grew quiet until the guards rushed back down the stairs, stopped at the bottom, and looked at each other.

      “Well?” the captain asked, clasping his hands behind his back.

      “Um, sir…,” one of the guards said, pausing to visibly swallow. “It appears they slipped out the window.”

      “That should be no issue. We have the building surrounded.”

      Another guard replied, “We did, but…”

      “But what?”

      “When the cart sped from the stable, the men in the rear followed, and–”

      “They all followed? Nobody stayed behind to guard the rear exterior?”

      “It appears so, sir.”

      The captain drew in a deep breath and slowly released it. “Imbeciles. All of you are imbeciles!” The man strode toward the door. “Let’s go find them. The gates are locked, so they couldn’t have gone far. If they escape, Charcoan will not be pleased.”

      The guards rushed from the room, leaving the stunned patrons behind. The naked couple hurried upstairs. Numerous tables emptied as those not staying at the inn quickly departed for the evening. Sensing the risk abated, Rhoa stood and walked over to Salvon, Rawk shadowing her.

      “Are you all right?”

      The old man waved it off. “I am fine. Over the years, you would be surprised how many times I have been questioned by city guards.”

      Rhoa glanced around. Other than Rawk and Salvon, nobody was nearby, the room mostly cleared. “The high wizard seems intent on capturing the princess,” she said in a hushed voice.

      Salvon muttered, “Yes. I suspect he wishes to get in the good graces of the man he believes will replace Taladain.”

      “You sound as if you think otherwise.”

      He stood, clutching his lute to his chest. “In my experience, these things rarely play out as one might expect.”

      They headed up the stairs at an easy pace. All doors at the top stood open save one, likely the room where the couple had retreated. The door to the women’s room was broken, cracked down the middle. All three beds lay tipped on their sides, and the window stood open. Nothing of Narine or Adyn remained. Rhoa thought the women had taken everything, until she found her own cloak on the floor beneath a mattress.

      “It appears we are now down to three,” Salvon said. “There is no need to pay for a second room since there are enough beds in here for all of us. Can you two clean this up while I go pay the city guards a visit?”

      Rhoa turned toward him in concern. “The guards? Why?”

      “Well, judging by what we heard, someone stole my cart.”

      “I was wondering about the cart. The men said it raced off. That doesn’t sound like Jabbers.”

      Salvon shook his head. “It certainly does not. I suspect another horse was used.”

      “Who would do such a thing? Why steal your cart in the first place?”

      Placing a finger to the side of his nose, Salvon gave her a knowing look. “Think on it. What was the end result?”

      She considered the question. The guards from the stable yard had followed it, leaving the yard empty.

      “It was Jace,” Rawk said. “Wasn’t it?”

      Salvon’s smile widened. “I believe so.”

      Rhoa blinked in puzzlement. “Jace risked himself to save Narine from being captured?”

      “It appears so.”

      The old man slipped away, leaving Rhoa alone with Rawk. Perhaps I should give him more credit. Perhaps he isn’t quite as unethical as I thought.
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        * * *

      

      Trey Garvin had always wanted to be a soldier. Growing up in Eleighton the son of a miner, his first desire was to escape the mountain city and see the world. His father beat him frequently, and he longed for the training to stand up for himself. In fact, he wished to stand up for others who couldn’t fight on their own. So, at the age of sixteen, he had joined the Farrowen Army.

      He wasn’t a big man, but he worked harder than others, paid attention to details, and was quick to think and react when others froze up. When he volunteered to join the Murguard, he knew the risks. Only two types of men went to The Fractured Lands – the best warriors and the worst humans. Only one type returned. Sometimes he wondered which. The unseen scars he carried could be from either.

      Early in his five years of fighting horrors, Garvin met Captain Despaldi, whose life he once saved. Many men had died that day – a day of betrayal, a day of regret, a day of darkness. The shadow of that day still hung over him, like an apparition at the edge of his vision, fading away whenever he turned toward it.

      Still, he had survived his stay in The Fractured Lands. With his service, he earned the rank of lieutenant in the Midnight Guard, the elite Farrowen force run by Captain Despaldi. While the captain allowed few to get close, Garvin believed he knew the man better than most. Earning Despaldi’s trust was a goal few could hope to achieve, but he had done it, and that was why the man had left him alone in Starmuth to watch for Landish or the amulet.

      All this went through Garvin’s mind as he watched the frustrated Starmuth captain and his guards storm from the The Golden Chalice. While the captain had left unsatisfied, Garvin had found the encounter informative. He had lost track of Landish, but the thief wasn’t important. Only the amulet mattered.

      He stood and crossed the taproom to the front door, pausing at the entrance to glance back. A girl matching the description of the one from the menagerie spoke with the old storyteller. The last piece of the puzzle fell into place, forming a picture quite different from the tale the old man had recited to the Starmuth guards. He mentally retraced the entire evening.

      Garvin now knew why Landish had returned to The Gilded Goose to claim his horse. The stable hand had been well paid to alert Garvin the moment the thief resurfaced. Hurriedly donning his black cloak, he had run out to follow the thief. Fortunately, Landish had been too preoccupied to notice.

      First, the man had visited a seedy inn. When he left, a rough-looking man took his horse and headed toward the south gate. Garvin then followed Landish until he climbed the side of a building and crept across the roof. Doing his best to follow from the street, Garvin stopped in front of The Golden Chalice. When the man who had taken the thief’s horse passed by and disappeared down the alley beside the inn, Garvin knew something was afoot. He had entered the inn for further investigation mere moments before the guards arrived.

      The old storyteller and the girl were evidently involved, as were the princess and the thief. Whatever had happened to Taladain, regardless of the rumors, it had involved the lot of them. Surely they possessed the amulet, and he now had to find a way to claim it without alerting the Starmuth guards.

      Recalling the menagerie, he grinned. Rather than chase them down, I will lure them into our hands. A few well-placed rumors…

      He needed to buy some time, so he rushed off toward the south gate, intent on finding the cart before the old man could claim it.
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      The air was damp and growing worse as fog rolled in. The rooftops had begun to gather moisture by the time Jace found a spot where Narine could climb down without falling. Once on firm footing, he led the two women down dimly lit streets and dark alleys, careful to avoid areas where guards might be posted.

      Turning down a street where buildings backed up to the north wall, he paused as two bouncers hauled a pair of men through a tavern door before shoving them into the street, the men falling to their hands and knees. Judging by their clothing and rings in their ears, the drunk men were sailors. Jace knew the docks lay just outside the wall behind the tavern, so the sight was unsurprising. Climbing to their feet and stumbling, the sailors headed down the street. One put his arm about the other as the two men began to sing, both horribly out of tune and swaying with each step.

      The toughs who had hauled the men outside stood at the door, thick arms crossed over barrel chests, neither moving until the sailors turned the corner and faded from view. They then retreated into the tavern, rowdy laughter coming through the doorway before it closed.

      Jace grinned. “We are going in.”

      “In there?” Narine asked, sounding doubtful.

      “Just follow and do as I tell you.” He set off without waiting for a reply, reaching the door and stepping inside with the girls following.

      The taproom was crowded, chaotic, and noisy. A fair number of the patrons appeared to be sailors, spending their hard-earned coin as they chased a bit of fun while in port. Some appeared to be deep into their cups, bleary-eyed and slurring. Others sought a different sort of entertainment, with women beneath their arms or on their laps. Jace ignored those men and did his best to deny his rumbling stomach as he searched the room. Finally, he spotted a table in the corner with men standing behind others who were seated.

      “This place is seedy,” Adyn said, grinning.

      “This place is disgusting,” Narine added.

      “This place is perfect.” He turned toward them and held out his hand. “Give me all the coin you have.”

      Narine frowned at his open palm. “I’m not having you spend our last coppers on ale.”

      Jace sighed. “Listen. We need to get out of this city. I am going to make it happen, but you need to trust me.”

      “I would sooner trust a goat to not eat my shoes,” Narine said. However, she handed him the meager remains of her coin purse. “This is all we have.”

      He opened it and found six coppers, adding them to his own collection, bringing them to one silver and eight coppers. “It’s not much, but it’s enough.” Placing his hand on Narine’s shoulder, his tone grew soft and serious. “You must place your faith in me. I know how to handle these people. No matter how it looks, just go along with whatever I do.”

      Narine started to say something when Adyn put a hand on her arm, stilling her.

      “We understand,” Adyn said, Narine’s expression souring.

      Thank the gods, Jace thought as he gripped the coins in one hand while making his way across the room. He reached the cluster at the corner and weaseled his way between two big men. At the table, one man shook dice while three others waited for their turn. A pile of coppers occupied the middle of the table.

      “Mind if I join?” Jace asked.

      The sailor to his right, a tanned man with a shaved head, a ring through his nose, and a nasty scar across the side of his face, gave Jace a measured look. “You got the coin to play? Three coppers get you in.”

      “Done,” Jace said, dropping three coins onto the table while pulling out a chair.

      The man grinned. “I’m happy to take your coin.” He pointed to a big man with a curly, black beard across the table. “This is Earl,” His finger shifted to a tall man with red dyed hair. “That’s Thrash.” While gesturing to Jace’s left, he said, “His name is Darby.” The man thumbed his own chest, his jerkin loosely tied and revealing brown hair beneath. “I’m Zard.”

      “Nice to meet you gents. I’m Jace. You appear to be sailors. Are you on the same crew?”

      Zard nodded. “Yeah. For years now.”

      “Great.” Jace rubbed his hands together. “Let’s throw.”

      Patrons surrounding the table placed side bets while Jace and each sailor took a turn throwing the dice. Zard won the first round, Earl the second, Darby the third. Jace was rapidly running out of funds, which was the plan. He lost again and again until he had only one copper on the table.

      Narine leaned over his shoulder and whispered, “You told us to trust you. Now you lost all but our last copper. We can’t even get a room for the night.”

      Turning toward her, he replied in a hushed voice, “We will have a room and more. Get ready, because you are about to join the game.” Turning toward the table, Jace said in a loud voice, “It appears you men have sapped my funds.” He gestured toward Narine and Adyn. “However, my two companions have just agreed to up the ante.”

      The men looked at Adyn and Narine with furrowed brows.

      Jace spun back toward the two women. “Don’t be shy, ladies. Remove your cloaks. Let the men see what kind of prize they have the chance to win.”

      Narine’s eyes flashed with fire until Adyn elbowed her. With resignation on Narine’s face, both women removed their cloaks. Adyn’s tight, leather jerkin was half-laced, as was the small undershirt beneath it, revealing tanned skin and lean, muscular arms. She smiled, her eyes issuing a silent challenge.

      To Jace’s relief, Narine played along, smoothing her dress and drawing all eyes along the path of her hands. She hardly needed to do so. The dress was still wet and clung to every curve. Stifling his grin, he turned toward the table. Every man stared at the two women, expressions ranging from arched brows to lecherous smirks.

      Jace rubbed his hands together. “These two are willing to offer the winner of the next round a night to remember.”

      The four sailors at the table grinned.

      “However, if I win, you each owe me five coppers, and I want a cabin on your ship.” The sailors all looked at Zard. Jace had already noticed they deferred to the man. “What say you, Zard? Do you feel lucky?”

      The man stroked his goatee with two fingers, his eyes narrowed. Finally, he nodded. “It seems a fair price for what you propose.”

      Jace grinned and scooped up the dice cup with one hand, the dice with the other. As he dropped the dice into the cup, Zard gripped his wrist.

      “You throw last,” the sailor said in a grim tone.
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        * * *

      

      Narine did her best to appear nonchalant as she stood there, her wet dress still clinging to her body. It seemed as if every eye in the building stared at her and Adyn. She had come close to losing her composure when Jace offered her and Adyn up as part of his bet. When he requested passage on a ship should he win, she understood his intent. She just prayed he knew what he was doing.

      Then Zard grabbed Jace by the wrist, stopping him from throwing. The sailor took the cup, shook, and tossed. Four sixes, a two, and a one. The throw would have been good enough to win all but one of the prior games. Narine began to feel ill as thoughts of the nasty man surfaced. Even if Jace loses, I will not bed Zard or any of the others. Just thinking of them placing their filthy hands on her caused her to start drawing on her magic without realizing it.

      The other three sailors took turns with the dice, each tossing lesser throws than Zard. When the dice cup was passed to Jace, the thief appeared nervous. He shook the cup, and Narine held her breath.

      Someone shoved Narine in the back, sending her stumbling toward the table, her hands sliding across it as she landed on her chest with her face just above the pile of coins. She pushed herself up and noticed the sailors at the table all staring. She looked down, finding the neckline of her dress pulled down to reveal a startling amount of cleavage.

      “Sorry.” Standing upright, she lifted the front of her dress to a more appropriate height and stepped back.

      Jace resumed shaking the cup, the action reclaiming the attention of his opponents. He threw the toss, the dice bouncing, rolling, and settling. Five of the dice showed six dots, the last die a one.

      “I win!” Jace said excitedly, scooping up the dice and dropping them into the cup while the sailors looked on in obvious disappointment. “Cheer up, fellas. Most of you still came out ahead.” Standing, Jace scooped up the pile of coins from the table. “I had better use this to pay for a room. We will see you men in the morning. What is the name of your ship anyway?”

      Zard’s face was held in a scowl, and Narine feared the man might start a fight. To her surprise, he leaned back. “Starlight Chaser. It’s a three-masted vessel tied to the west pier. We make for Shear an hour after sunrise. The captain’s name is Overton, but when you arrive, ask for me.”

      “Thanks, Zard.” Jace tossed the man a copper. “Get yourself an ale on me. It’s the least I can do for you holding up your end of the bet.”

      He turned from the table and carved a path through the crowd. Narine covered herself with her cloak and followed, Adyn trailing. Jace stopped at the bar and spoke with the barkeep while handing the man a handful of coins. Moments later, the man returned with three full mugs and a key.

      Turning, Jace held out two mugs. Adyn took one.

      Narine stared at the other. “You expect me to drink that? Has the mug even been washed?”

      “You don’t want it?”

      She shook her head. “Not at all.”

      He grinned. “Great. More for me. Come along.”

      Heading to the stairs, he led them up and along a dimly lit corridor before stopping outside a closed door. Holding both tankards in one hand, he used the key to open it. The room was dark.

      “Hmm… We could use a lantern.”

      “Hold on,” Narine said, stepping past him.

      Forming a construct of illusion, she drew in magic, the power filling her and making her feel alive, as if the world had shifted from shades of gray to a lush pallette of color. The construct appeared as a disk of light around her hand, the pattern one she knew well. As ungifted, neither Adyn nor Jace could see the construct or Narine’s skin glowing with her magic.

      With a twist, she bent and shaped the construct until it became a sphere of light, sending shadows scurrying to the corners of the room.

      “Nice trick,” Jace said as he walked past her. “I sometimes forget you are a wizardess.”

      He set the tankards on the table. From beside the lantern, he grabbed a thin rod with a wick and stepped into the hallway. Moments later, he returned with a flame at the end of the rod and used it to light the lantern. Narine released her magic, and the world plunged back to mediocrity.

      Remember, you will burn out if you hold it too often.

      The room contained two beds, neither large enough to sleep two in comfort.

      “I hope you are comfortable on the floor,” Narine said.

      Jace turned toward her. “I got us this room. Why should I sleep on the floor?”

      Her hands went to her hips as Adyn closed the door. “We had the coin to pay for the room in the first place. All you did was parlay our coin into passage to Shear.”

      He nodded. “And you are welcome.”

      “No. You don’t get off that easy. I’m angry with you.”

      Jace finished a drink and wiped his mouth, glancing at Adyn, who shrugged. “Why are you angry now, Your Highness?” The last word came out on a sneer.

      Narine’s voice rose in anger. “How could you possess the gall to declare us as prizes for your little game? We are not property. Neither yours nor anyone else’s.” She pointed at him, her finger mere inches from his nose. “What if you had lost?”

      “I knew I would win.” He shrugged. “Besides, why are you so upset about something that didn’t happen?”

      “It’s a game of chance. How could you know?”

      He grinned and reached into his coat. When he withdrew his hand, he held six dice. “This is how.”

      Her brow furrowed. “You stole their dice?”

      Adyn laughed. “No, silly. He has weighted dice. I noticed him swap one in before the last round.” She looked at Jace. “The die was off-weighted to land on one, wasn’t it?”

      He put his dice away while chuckling. “Yes. Good thing, too, or Zard may have shaken five sixes.”

      Narine recalled the game and remembered how she had been pushed onto the table. She glared at Adyn, her nostrils flaring. “You pushed me.”

      A grin spread across the bodyguard’s face. “Yes, I did. I remembered your dress wasn’t buttoned in the back. If anything was going to distract those men, it would be those.” She pointed at Narine’s chest.

      “Good thing, too,” Jace said. “Zard was onto me and watching too closely for me to swap the rest of the dice. When you fell onto the table, I made the switch.”

      Jace laughed. Adyn joined him, the pair tapping their mugs together before taking another swig. Narine crossed her arms and glared at the two of them, her foot tapping on the floor. It was bad enough she had to contend with Jace, but now Adyn had joined him in a downward spiral of depravity. Finally, she gave up searching for the right thing to say.

      “I have had enough.” She circled the bed where Jace and Adyn sat, claiming the one against the wall. “You two can fight over the other bed.”

      She pulled her hood over her head, wrapped the cloak about her body, and curled up facing the wall.
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      Narine watched Adyn attack her food furiously. A few crumbs from the chunk of bread she had forced down remained on her own plate. An empty water glass sat beside the plate. With a sea voyage on the horizon, she didn’t dare eat anything else. Adyn, on the other hand, finished her second full bowl of porridge and followed it with a sizable slab of ham.

      The pale light of breaking dawn came through the window beside their table. The taproom was empty save for the two of them and a sleepy-looking barmaid who occasionally appeared before retreating to a back room. Somehow, the room smelled even worse than the night before, reeking of spilled ale and who knew what else.

      A shadow passed by the window and the door opened. Jace stepped in, his gaze sweeping the room before he approached their table. “Bad news. They have posted a dozen guards at the gate and are inspecting anyone trying to leave the city.”

      Adyn sat back, her gaze on Narine before she looked at Jace. “What about a distraction? It worked when we left Fastella.”

      “I thought of that, but there are too many men to draw them all away. Worse, a man wearing a captain’s star is among them, likely to keep them on task rather than be drawn into such distractions.”

      After a deep breath, Narine said, “I can get us past those men.”

      He looked at her with an arched brow. “How do you propose that?”

      Rising to her feet, Narine said, “Magic.”

      “Do you plan to fry the lot of them with lightning or something?” He grinned.

      “No.” She chuckled. “Nothing so aggressive.”

      Without another word, she walked past him and headed toward the door while drawing her hood over her head. It was still cool outside, the air damp as the sky brightened.

      Adyn and Jace emerged from the building, the three of them gathering on the street outside.

      “What are you going to do, Narine?” Jace asked. “I need to know so I can plan accordingly.”

      Stopping, she gave him a haughty look. “I don’t think so.”

      “What? Don’t be stupid. This is a dangerous situation.”

      She arched a brow. “Are you saying it bothers you to not know what I am planning?”

      He glanced at Adyn in exasperation. “Of course it does.”

      “Now you know how it feels.” She flashed a smug smile and continued toward the harbor gate.

      He caught up and gripped her arm, turning her toward him. His tone softened. “Is this about last night?”

      “No. This is about everything you do.” Her tone grew more heated as frustration arose. “You lay these plans in secret and spring them on others, expecting us to bend to your whim without question.”

      Shockingly, he didn’t reply, but fell silent, his expression contemplative. A long moment passed. Narine glanced at Adyn, who shrugged.

      Finally, Jace sighed. “I suppose you have a point.”

      She blinked in shock before recovering. “Well…yes, I do.”

      “It’s not intentional.” He ran his hand through his dark hair while staring off into space. “I have been on my own for so long I guess I forget to communicate. I’m just not used to having companions, and certainly not when my more…exotic skills are required.”

      Adyn put a hand on his shoulder. “You have done well by us so far, so don’t be too hard on yourself.” She looked at Narine. “Our little princess has made her point, but she has her own faults, one of which is being pig-headed. I thought she had outgrown the habit, but when around you, she regresses.”

      Narine glared at Adyn while stifling a retort. She hated that Adyn was right. Worse, she hated Adyn had said it in front of him.

      “Now,” Adyn said, reaching out to grab Narine’s shoulder and drawing the three of them into a huddle. “I suggest you two start behaving as adults so we can get out of here.”

      With a sigh, Narine said, “I’m going to use an illusion to get Adyn and myself past the guards.”

      “You can do that?” Jace asked, eyes wide.

      “Don’t sound so surprised. I am exceptionally skilled at illusion.”

      “Why didn’t you use it last night? We could have just walked past the guards and out the front door of the inn.”

      “Because I was a bit frazzled and had no time to prepare. Besides, if there were any other wizards nearby, they would have sensed the magic. It makes a person glow and would have drawn attention, especially at night.”

      “I’ve never seen a glow,” he said.

      “Of course not. You are ungifted.”

      He stared in silence before nodding. “All right. Tell me what to do.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jace walked from the alley with a leather cord in his hand. He glanced back, finding it odd to see Jabbers lazily following him. Even more odd, the horse’s footsteps were muffled, the sound nothing like what one might suspect from a horse.

      Oddly, he felt naked without the Eye of Obscurance, safely stored in his coin purse. He had taken to wearing the amulet as protection against magic, thinking himself invincible for a time. When Narine spanked him with the switch, it made him realize magic remained a risk, if only indirectly. Still, he longed to put the amulet back on, but the illusion was imperceptible while wearing it. He would rather see what others saw so he could react properly.

      He strolled down the street until he reached the small square beside the north gate. As he had seen earlier, a dozen guards were stationed inside the gate, six to each side. A line of horse-drawn carts and people on foot waited as the guards performed their inspections. The clopping of hooves arose, joined by the rumble of wheels as a wagon entered the square from another street.

      “Let’s get behind that wagon,” Jace muttered and began to walk.

      With the cord in hand, he crossed the square and stood behind the wagon. A backward glance showed Jabbers behind him, tail still, eyes glossy.

      Slowly, the line advanced until they inspected the wagon ahead of him. The guards even climbed into the back and pounded on each barrel on the wagon, the thumps all sounding solid, the barrels filled with wine. The men climbed down and the driver was waved ahead.

      Jace hurried forward as the wagon and horse rode away, the wheels rumbling, hooves clopping noisily.

      “Hold.” A guard stepped between him and the advancing wagon. “State your name and business.”

      “My name is Chase Dannil. I’m a trader.”

      “Where are your wares? Where are you headed?”

      “I ran into a bad bit of luck. My cart’s axle broke right in half. I had to abandon it on the road between here and Lionne. I’m searching for passage to Fastella to purchase a new cart from a vendor I know in the city.”

      “Very well.” The guard stepped aside.

      Without the noise of the horse-drawn wagon to mask their distinct lack of noise, Jace was reluctant to leave. He glanced backward, hopeful another horse would be coming, yet saw only people on foot behind him.

      The guard grunted. “I said you can go.”

      “Yes. Of course.” Jace looked back at Jabbers, pretending to pull the cord. “My horse sometimes refuses to move. Stubborn as anything you have seen.”

      Another guard shouted, “Move along. We don’t have all day.”

      Realizing he had no choice, Jace pulled for real, stepping forward while Jabbers followed. The quietness made him wince. They are going to notice.

      A thunderous rumble arose from his left as a pair of soldiers rode along the outside of the city wall at a gallop. Thankful, Jace hurried in the other direction, toward the busy docks. The riders slowed and stopped just outside the gate, the men dismounting to have a conversation with the guards posted there. By then, Jace was beyond earshot and closing in on the western pier.

      A pair of warehouses stood outside the city walls. He walked past the first warehouse, then led the horse into the narrow gap between the buildings. The alley was a dead end, the city wall blocking it and leaving no other way out.

      He turned toward the horse. “Okay. You can drop it.”

      The image of the horse bent, twisted, and dissolved, revealing Narine holding the other end of the leather cord, Adyn standing behind with her hands on Narine’s shoulders.

      Jace shook his head in wonder. “If I could do that, there would be nothing I could not steal.” The possibilities flashed in his mind and left him thinking that with such an ability, he would be the richest man in the world in a matter of years.

      Narine frowned. “Do you think stealing from others would be an appropriate use of magic?”

      He shrugged. “Better than setting a man on fire or creating a tornado that leaves nothing but crushed and broken bodies.” When her expression darkened, he felt a pang of regret. He reached for her hand, holding it gently. “I’m sorry. That was unfair.”

      Narine nodded but didn’t pull her hand back. “Yes, it was.”

      “At least I admitted it,” he replied in a hurt tone.

      A smirk appeared on her face. “Perhaps there is hope for you yet.” She gestured toward the pier beyond the narrow alley. “Now, can we leave?”

      “Yes.” He released her hand and walked past her. “Let’s go find Starlight Chaser.”
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        * * *

      

      Narine climbed the stairs from below deck, squinting at the bright light of day. Scattered clouds decorated the pale blue skies, drifting with the same wind tossing Narine’s hair about. Rippling waves ran across the cerulean blue water from horizon to horizon, no land in sight.

      A goat, the only animal on board, was tied to the main mast. It bleated and stretched, trying to reach the rear of a sailor who was bent over a rope. When the man stepped backward, the goat bit his shirt, tugging on it. The sailor spun around and jerked his shirt away, tearing it. Curses followed as he walked away. Narine covered her grin and headed toward the fore of the ship before spotting Adyn on the bow.

      The bodyguard was stripped to her sleeveless undershirt and breeches, her skin damp with sweat and glistening in the sun. She held her curved sword high, the tip straight ahead while she glared at an invisible enemy. In a flash, she spun, ducking and coming around with a strike meant to slash her opponent’s mid-section. The sight of Adyn training against imaginary enemies was nothing new to Narine, but she wasn’t the only person watching.

      She walked to the rail, gripped it to steady herself against the rocking ship, and approached Jace, who was focused on Adyn.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” Narine asked with an arched brow.

      Jace looked back at her and shrugged. “It’s all right. I’ve never been big on sailing. How do you feel?”

      Narine blinked, taken aback by him asking. “Better, thank you.”

      He turned and resumed watching Adyn, which stirred Narine’s anger.

      “It’s impolite to stare at a woman just because she is dressed provocatively.”

      “What?” He glanced back at her. “Oh, you mean Adyn.” He shrugged. “Sure, she is pretty enough. Thin and athletic, if you are into that sort of thing.”

      Narine’s focus shifted to Adyn, her arms bare, undershirt unbuttoned to her chest, lean body glistening with sweat. She was built like a goddess and possessed the eyes, nose, and jaw that made other women jealous. How could a man not be attracted to her?

      “I don’t understand.”

      He turned toward her and tilted his head. “I have this theory about the gods and physical preferences.”

      She snorted. “This should be good.”

      A grin crossed his face. “Take women, for example. Some prefer a man with dark hair, some prefer blond, some like a beard, some detest facial hair. Some even prefer a man who is bald. I know women who seek tall, thin men, and others who are drawn to a man with more meat on his bones.”

      Her mouth twisted into a frown. “What is your point?”

      “Beauty and attraction aren’t the same for everyone. If we all had the same preferences, there would be far more lonely people in the world.”

      Narine found herself nodding. It was a startlingly deep observation. “So… What are your preferences?”

      His gaze flicked toward her before looking out toward the sea. “I prefer a woman with curves. Ideally, she would be around my height, but that’s more of a practical thing. I also find myself drawn to fair hair and light eyes.”

      Narine’s eyes narrowed as she stared at him. It sounded like a checklist of how one would describe her own physical attributes. She wondered if he meant what he said or if he were attempting another ploy.

      Jace turned toward her and asked, “What about you? What attracts you to a man?”

      Narine stared back for a moment before replying. “I desire a man who is loyal and trustworthy. He should treat me well and with respect.”

      Rolling his eyes, Jace huffed. “No. What attracts you to a man? What makes you swoon, wish to kiss him, and–”

      Her hand clapped over his mouth. “Stop there.” Narine felt her face flush as she pulled her hand away. “I think it’s inappropriate to consider a man purely based on appearance. It’s as if he were just a piece of meat I am choosing at a butcher shop.”

      “Sometimes the right cut of beef can be awfully satisfying.” Jace grinned.

      She refused to take the bait. “If you wish me to be honest, I desire a man who can make me laugh. One who helps me recall the joy in life.”

      His brown eyes gazed into hers, the sunlight painting them amber. With dark, windblown hair and an unshaven face, he appeared the definition of a rogue. She felt herself drawn toward him, recalling their kiss. Images of Jace at the river resurfaced – skin bared to the waist, his lean, rippled torso glistening in the morning sun. Her pulse began to race as she eased closer, her hand reaching toward his face.

      “How are you feeling?” Adyn said from behind her.

      Narine jumped with a start, yanking her extended hand back and pressing it against her chest as she spun around. “Adyn! You nearly had me leaping over the rail. I hate when you sneak up on me.”

      She grinned. “I know.”

      Recovering outwardly, although her heart still raced, Narine replied, “I feel quite better, thank you.”

      The bodyguard snorted. “You should. There can’t be anything left in your stomach. How many times did you vomit?”

      Narine glanced at Jace, suddenly wishing he weren’t there. “I didn’t think to keep count.”

      “I did, for a while. I gave up somewhere beyond twenty-three.” Adyn ran a hand through her short, brown hair. “You were sleeping when I woke, so I left quietly. I suspected it had been a long night for you.”

      “I think it was a long night for all of us,” Jace said.

      “True.” Adyn nodded. “Thank you for getting us out of the city.”

      He bowed his head. “You are welcome.” He then gave Narine a sidelong look. “It is good to see some women properly thanking another for risking his life to save hers.”

      Narine rolled her eyes. “Fine.” Her tone was thick with sarcasm. “Thank you.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Your gratitude seems so sincere.”

      Adyn said, “He did help us escape the inn and the city with Charcoan’s soldiers eager to find you. Don’t forget. He helped us escape Fastella, as well.”

      Narine’s jaw set, anger stirring. “I am aware of all that. You needn’t remind me. I said thank you and meant it.”

      She walked toward the bow, the wind blowing her hair. She knew Jace had saved her and Adyn from being captured, but for reasons she couldn’t explain, she resented owing him gratitude or anything else.

      What is wrong with you, Narine? You are behaving like a child.

      Somewhere deep inside, she knew the answer but was afraid to admit it.
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      Eldalain stood in the middle of a street, halfway between two intersections where enchanted lanterns provided islands of light on a cloudy evening. A guard stood to either side of him, the men’s clothing covered by hooded, black cloaks, their armor left back at the palace. The cloak Eldalain wore was similar in color to his guards but made of more expensive material.

      The sound of a door opening came from the shadows, followed by Klondon’s low grunt as the bodyguard stepped aside.

      Without a word, Eldalain walked past the hulking man and into the dark building. The two guards and Klondon followed. The door clicked shut, and Eldalain drew in his magic. The construct of illusion bent and twisted into a ball of light, hovering above his open palm and giving the surroundings definition.

      The living room furniture was covered in dust, the fireplace opening occupied by cobwebs, as were the dark beams overhead. The house had been dormant since the owner had been selected by the lottery over a year past. With no family to claim it, the estate went to the throne. At some point, the building would be gifted to someone deserving. For now, it served another purpose.

      “The door under the stairs,” Eldalain said.

      Klondon approached the door and opened it. Kneeling, he stuck his finger into a knothole and lifted, exposing a trapdoor.

      “Wait here,” Eldalain said to the guards. “Nobody enters unless I call for assistance.”

      “Yes, sir,” one of the guards replied.

      With his magic-powered light as a guide, Eldalain followed Klondon down the steep stairs.

      The cellar below was even worse than the room above, the empty shelves coated with dust and cobwebs. The dirt floor was marked by recent footprints. A sliver of light came from beneath a door at the far end of the room. The bodyguard headed for the door while drawing his axe. Eldalain gave the man a nod and dismissed his magic, dousing the light. With one hand on the knob, Klondon flung it open and stood ready.

      “Nobody move,” Eldalain said from the shadows of his hood. “Unless you wish to lose a limb, or worse.”

      “There is no need for dramatics,” said a female from inside the room.

      Eldalain entered the small room, empty save for three people, a single chair, and a rug. A woman in a cloak – her hood up, face hidden in shadow – sat in the chair with her legs crossed. Two men in hooded cloaks stood beside her.

      “You two.” Eldalain pointed at the two men…one tall and thin, the other as bulky as Klondon. “Out. Cordelia and I need to speak in private.”

      The thin man growled, “I’ll not–”

      The woman gripped the man’s wrist before he could draw his rapier. “Be still, you idiot.” Her tone left no room for argument. “Leave us.”

      The two men walked out, followed by Klondon, leaving Eldalain alone with Cordelia.

      He lowered his hood. “It is nice to meet you, Cordelia. Or should I call you Wizardess Dalia Corcoran?”

      She sighed and pulled her hood back, revealing a handsome face framed by blonde hair. Her eyes were blue with age lines at the edges. Pursing her lips, she replied, “You are the prince. You may call me what you wish.”

      He chuckled. “Very well. Of anyone I may deal with, you understand the need for secrecy. I must confess, you have done a stellar job of keeping your true identity separate from your business.”

      “Business is business. The persona I have developed with Cordelia has far more power than a widowed wizardess from a minor estate. Still the Wizards Guild would be displeased to discover my affiliation with another guild in the same city.”

      “Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me…assuming you agree to my proposal.”

      She arched a well-preened brow. “Proposal? We hardly know each other.”

      “I am not speaking of marriage. Instead, I speak of business. I will officially declare martial law in the morning. The city will operate as if we are under siege until the next Darkening.”

      “Until you are crowned.”

      He nodded. “Precisely.”

      “What does this have to do with me?”

      “I need certain…activities to stop, unless they occur under my directive.”

      “Such as?”

      “No murders, no stealing.”

      “Until spring?” Her brow arched. She sounded aghast. “That would cripple our income. It will crush us.”

      “Not if I pay you.”

      “Go on.”

      He began to pace. “Under martial law, I intend to close the port. I can’t afford to have foreign ships coming and going. However, the city still needs food and supplies.”

      “Smuggling?”

      “Yes. You will procure and smuggle in the items I require, the crown will pay you, and we both win.”

      “I get the feeling there is more.”

      He flashed her a smile. “I knew I would like you. The Wizards Guild must comply with my plans, and none, not even Van Parsec, should believe they dare risk challenging me for the throne.”

      “Your power is well-known. You could just face him.”

      “True, but at what risk? If I somehow fail, I gain nothing. I also suspect Parsec will do what he can to block me at every turn. If I can override his influence, the guild will comply, regardless of his own designs.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      “I require a well-placed murder.”

      “A wizard?”

      “No. A wizardess.” He gave her a serious glare. “I want you to kill Parsec’s wife, Gilda. Make it messy so nobody misses the message. Just don’t get caught. I’ll deny any involvement and won’t be able to protect you should the Wizards Guild seek retribution.”

      Cordelia leaned forward, her hand to her forehead, her eyes closed as if in pain. “You want me to break into the home of the second most potent wizard in the city, kill his wife, and make it a clear message?” She opened her eyes, brows raised in a hopeful arch.

      Eldalain grinned. “I am so glad we understand each other.”
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      The cellar was dark, only a slice of light seeping through the door where Cordelia met with her contact. In that dim light, Rindle examined the hulking figure across from him – a man even bulkier than Herrod.

      The door opened. A cloaked man swept past him and up the steep stairs, his bodyguard trailing. The man’s guard was so big he had to twist to fit through the trapdoor. When he did, his cloak opened and Rindle caught a glimpse of a battle axe in the man’s hand.

      I knew it.

      “Come in and close the door,” Cordelia called from the neighboring room.

      With Herrod leading the way, Rindle stepped into the room and closed the door behind him.

      “What does Prince Eldalain want with us?” he blurted.

      Cordelia sighed as she sat back. “It appears our business is about to undergo a change, one I hope is temporary. When we leave, I need you two to contact each of the guild lieutenants. They are to cease all operations until they hear otherwise.”

      “But that will break us. We’ll have no income. How are we going to eat?”

      The woman’s hand swept through the air. Although she sat two strides away, pain flared from Rindle’s cheek and his head snapped to the side as if he had been slapped. He blinked and willed the tears away as his hand cupped his face. The display of magic was rare, a thing Cordelia did only when under a great deal of stress.

      “This is not a negotiation, Rindle.” Her tone was stinging. “You will do this, and everyone will obey. This isn’t the end for the Thieves Guild. Not if we comply.” She sat back, and the tension in her shoulders relaxed. “Our prince did give us a number of opportunities to earn some coin while we are under these restrictions. The first is an opportunity suitable for yourself.”

      “An opportunity?”

      “Yes. You have often expressed an interest to prove yourself…especially since Jerrell returned to the city.”

      The name made Rindle frown. “Yes.”

      “I have a mission for you.”

      He arched a brow. “What sort of mission?”

      “Have you ever wanted to kill a wizard?”
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      Rhoa sat in the back of Salvon’s cart, watching a farm slowly drift past. Three days had passed since Narine and Adyn had disappeared. The rest of the group had spent one day in Starmuth, waiting while Salvon’s cart was being repaired.

      It had been discovered abandoned near the south gate, the axle broken. Jace or whoever had stolen it had not been kind to the rickety old cart. Then again, perhaps the axle had been bound to fail. If so, Salvon had noted, having the cart break down while in Starmuth was a boon and certainly much better than it occurring on the road, distant from shelter or someone who could perform the repairs.

      Now, two full days outside of Starmuth, the cart approached the border between Ghealdor and Farrowen. After all the time she had dreamed of returning to Ghealdor, Rhoa longed to flee the wizardom and the memories it held. The blood of two men…one of whom she had killed out of revenge, the other during their desperate escape…had stained her heart. She felt the urge to wash her hands again, as she had so many times over the past ten days. Banishing those thoughts, she wondered about her troupe, the family she had left behind.

      During her stay at The Golden Chalice, Rhoa had discovered the menagerie left Starmuth weeks earlier, and rumors said they had taken the coastal road toward Lionne. She wanted to see the troupe one last time, to let them know she was safe and to say goodbye. It had taken little convincing for Salvon to head the same direction.

      “I have no place I need to be, Rhoa,” the storyteller had said. “If you wish to visit Lionne, I will do so, as well.”

      Rhoa knew she could have left the old man and gone on her own, but the thought of being alone frightened her. With Prince Eldalain intent on capturing Narine, Rhoa worried she was also at risk. After all, it was Rhoa’s fulgur blade that took the wizard lord’s life. Will I ever be at ease again? Have I ever truly been at ease since my parents’ deaths? The tragic series of events leading to this point weighed on her and left her wishing she could go back ten years, to a time before her parents were sacrificed. On countless occasions, she had wondered what her life would have been like if her house had never been chosen by the lottery. Almost as often, she pondered if it would have been better if she had died alongside them.

      The cart slowed as it reached an incline. With a plodding pace, Jabbers pulled them up the rise, one of many amid the rolling hills. Briefly, the sea to the north appeared through the gaps in the trees. They passed a vineyard filled with awning-topped trellises and a cluster of shoddy, wooden buildings. Orchards and vineyards were common in the area, one valley away from the sea.

      To the south, Rhoa noticed the distant, wooded hills were dotted with orange and gold amid a sea of green. The leaves had begun to change color with winter approaching. Farther south, in the mountains and beyond, snow would soon fall, coating the landscape white. She had always wondered what Pallanar was like in the heart of winter. But Stanlin and the menagerie avoided such weather, instead traveling to warmer regions during the colder months.

      At the top of the rise, Jabbers moved a half-step faster, pulling the cart around a bend before Salvon pulled the cart to a stop.

      A cluster of Farrowen soldiers approached at a trot, slowing as they neared the cart. Among the soldiers was a man Rhoa recognized.

      “That’s him, Captain,” said the only man not wearing armor. “The old man who came into Starmuth with the princess and her bodyguard.”

      The man beside him, tall with dark hair and a mustache, nodded. “Very good, Garvin.”

      “More importantly,” Garvin said, “the girl matches the description of the one you sought. Look at what she is wearing.”

      Instinctively, Rhoa’s hand clutched the amulet on her chest, clearly visible outside her tunic.

      The captain grinned. “I do believe you are correct. We seem to have caught our little bird. Better yet, she still has the amulet.”
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        * * *

      

      Garvin rode at a trot beside Despaldi. Twenty-four of the Midnight Guard trailed behind them. In the center of the pack were the prisoners – the old storyteller, the short man, and the girl, each shackled, gagged, and strapped to a saddle. The old man’s horse and cart were left behind. Perhaps someone will find them and claim them. Perhaps not. Garvin doubted the horse would be of much use to anyone anyway.

      The rolling hills faded behind as they came to a river valley, marking the edge of Ghealdan lands. After the party crossed a bridge, the trees parted to reveal an open field situated between two branches of the river. Two miles across and twice the length, the field was filled with Farrowen troops numbering in the thousands. Without pause, Despaldi led them toward a cluster of three large, white tents with dark blue standards waving in the breeze, each with a white lightning bolt intersecting a circle of white.

      Slowing outside the tents, Despaldi dismounted. “Deveron, Korm, Pike… Get the prisoners off the horses and bring them to my tent.” He turned as Garvin climbed off his horse. “Lieutenant Garvin, go to Henton’s tent and request he join me.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Garvin snapped before turning on his heel and heading to the farthest of the white tents.

      As he approached, he thumped his chest to salute the two soldiers standing outside the entrance. “I am to request Captain Henton join Captain Despaldi.”

      One guard replied, “He is inside, but he has company.”

      With a grimace, Garvin said, “This is important.”

      “Suit yourself. It’s your funeral.”

      “Fine.” He pushed past the men, ducking through the tent flap.

      Two men were inside. One tall, broad-shouldered, and every inch a warrior. The other short with long, dark hair, a narrow face, and slight frame beneath a dark blue robe. The shorter man glared at Garvin with fire in his eyes.

      “What is this intrusion?” the short wizard snapped.

      Garvin thumped his chest and addressed the bigger man. “Captain Despaldi has requested you join him in his quarters.”

      Henton gave Garvin a shallow nod. “Thank you, Lieutenant. However, I have a guest. Have you met Master Thurvin Arnolle?”

      Ahh… The weasel. I thought he only lurked in the shadows. “Well met, sir.” He turned back to Henton. “Perhaps you both could join Despaldi?”

      Thurvin nodded. “Yes. Let’s go see what the captain considers so urgent.”

      Obvious reluctance in his eyes, Henton nodded and slipped past Garvin. Thurvin gave a haughty smirk and followed the man from the tent, Garvin trailing.

      The three marched to Despaldi’s tent, entering without a word to the guards standing outside. When Garvin stepped through the flap, he found Despaldi leaning over a table, crafting a missive. The three prisoners stood with their backs facing each other, their wrists bound to the same tent post.

      “What is this?” Thurvin asked, staring at the captives.

      Despaldi looked up, eyes narrowed. “This is our primary objective.” He lifted his hand, revealing the amulet dangling from his fist.

      Thurvin’s eyes widened. “The Eye of Obscurance.” He glanced toward the three prisoners. “They had it?”

      Stepping away from the table, Despaldi nodded. “Yes. The girl was wearing it.”

      “The girl…” Thurvin stared at her. “She is so small, innocuous. Did she do it? Was she the one who killed Taladain?”

      “Hard to say for sure.” Despaldi stared at the prisoners. “We haven’t been able to get them to say anything about the incident. In truth, they have said nothing at all since their capture, but I am sure I can get them to bend if given some time. It’s just a matter of discovering what they cannot endure.”

      Thurvin chuckled and rubbed his hands together. “This is perfect.” He spun toward Henton. “The wizards will arrive tomorrow. When they do, break camp and advance on Starmuth. While Forca remains in charge of the wizards, he will report to you. Do what you must to take the city.”

      “Wizards?” Despaldi asked.

      “Yes. Malvorian has decided it is time for the wizards of Farrowen to take an active hand in his plot. With their backing, Henton’s army should be able to take the entire wizardom by mid-winter.”

      Garvin considered this revelation. It had been centuries since wizards had become involved in a war. The thought of being caught between opposing factions gave him a chill. Still, taking Fastella will be no easy task. He hoped Henton had put some thought into capturing the great city; otherwise, many soldiers could die in the effort. First, they needed to get past Starmuth.

      “Despaldi,” Thurvin said. “You and I will escort our prisoners and our prize to Marquithe. How soon before you are prepared to depart?”

      Eyes narrowed, Despaldi stared at the short wizard. The captain’s gaze flicked toward Garvin before returning to Thurvin. “My men and I need a meal and fresh horses. Give us an hour.”

      “Perfect.” Thurvin stepped to the tent flap and looked back over his shoulder. “Be ready to ride. I prefer to return to Marquithe as soon as possible.”

      The wizard ducked out, the flap swinging shut before Henton turned toward Despaldi. “I’m to be saddled with nursing a pack of spoiled wizards. It seems you got the better end of this deal.”

      Despaldi grunted. “I am not so sure.” He glanced at the three prisoners. “Thurvin is a schemer. His eagerness to return to Marquithe makes me wonder about his agenda.”

      Henton clasped Despaldi on the shoulder, then stepped toward the tent entrance. “It appears we each have our own worries. Take care and watch your back.”

      “You, too, Henton.”

      The man slipped out, leaving Garvin alone with Despaldi and the captives.

      “What do you think, sir?” Garvin asked. He could see something weighing on his captain.

      “I think Malvorian has emptied his coin purse on the table and is about to show his hand. I just hope this doesn’t backfire on him…or us.” He turned and strolled to the table before plopping down into a chair. “I need eyes on the war. I mostly trust Henton, but I don’t trust Forca or the others. I want you and a handful of the Guard to support Henton while watching for duplicity.” He picked up the amulet by the cord. The metal disk swung back and forth like a pendulum, spinning slowly as he stared at it. “The rest of us will return to Marquithe and see how Malvorian intends to proceed.”

      The tent flap opened, Thurvin reappearing with a leather-wrapped bundle in his arms. Without pause, he crossed and set the bundle on the table. “I know you well enough to suspect you will leave some men with the army – someone to watch the wizards and protect your interests.”

      Despaldi shrugged. “I wouldn’t have gotten this far without being careful.”

      Thurvin snickered. “Good. You must entrust this to someone who can bear the responsibility.”

      “That person stands beside you,” the captain replied while gesturing toward Garvin. “What’s in the package?”

      Unwrapping the leather, the wizard stepped back to reveal four sapphires – each far larger than any gem Garvin had ever seen.

      Thurvin lifted one of the gems, eyeing it. “Once inside the walls of Starmuth, someone must scale the obelisk and replace the amethyst with one of these.”

      Despaldi picked up another and rotated the massive gem. “What will it do?”

      Thurvin grinned. “With it in place, the people of Starmuth will have a new god, and the wizard lord of Farrowen will become the mightiest wizard in the world.”

      Garvin gaped as he realized what his wizard lord had planned. Malvorian already had the power of a god. Soon, he would have the power of two.
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            Misdirection

          

        

      

    

    
      Rhoa’s mouth was dry, her shoulders sore. With her hands shackled behind her back, her wrists on the other side of the tent post, comfort was difficult to manage, despite her natural flexibility. She wondered at how Rawk’s thick shoulders must feel or how much longer Salvon could stand.

      When the wizard named Thurvin left the tent, Despaldi turned toward the remaining soldier. “I am soon to depart. Notify the Midnight Guard who just returned with us. Choose five to remain with you. The others will ride with me, but should eat before we leave. Get yourself a meal, then return here with something for the prisoners. I’m sure they are hungry, as well.”

      Garvin stepped to the tent entrance, pausing when Despaldi said, “Send Patton and Dokken in here with full waterskins.”

      “Yes, sir.” The soldier ducked through the tent flap, leaving only Despaldi.

      The man looked at Rhoa. She glared back in defiance. Moving closer, he pulled her gag down to her neck.

      She coughed and spat. “Water.”

      He arched a brow. “Isn’t it interesting how you ignore your circumstance in favor of such a mundane, yet primal need?”

      “Please,” she croaked.

      Ignoring her, the man removed Rawk’s gag before moving on to Salvon. The old man staggered when Despaldi tugged on the gag.

      “He is old,” Rhoa said. “Give him a chair or something. Show some compassion.”

      “Compassion.” Despaldi said the word as if were sour on his tongue. “While it is a noble quality, it will lead you to disappointment and misery. Compassion can easily be mistaken for weakness. If you show weakness, predators will only consider you prey.”

      Two armored guards entered, each carrying a bulging waterskin. With a gesture from Despaldi, the men walked over, one placing a skin to Rhoa’s mouth. When he tipped it up, she drank with urgency. The water was cool, refreshing, and delightful. Some of it trickled from her mouth, running down her chin and onto her tunic. She didn’t care. When he lowered the skin, she gasped for air and watched as he moved to stand in front of Rawk to give the Maker a sip. The other guard finished with Salvon, the old man coughing after taking a drink.

      “Cap the waterskins and leave them on the table,” Despaldi said. “You are dismissed.”

      The men did as requested and slipped back outside. The tent fell quiet.

      Rhoa watched the captain as he scribbled something on a sheet of paper. The amulet lay on the table beside him – the fake amulet.

      “It doesn’t work, you know,” she said.

      He looked up at her. “What are you talking about?”

      “The amulet. It doesn’t do anything.”

      The man leaned back with a calculating glare. “Yet Taladain is dead.”

      Rhoa didn’t reply.

      “You expect me to believe you killed a wizard lord, a man with the power of a god, without protection from the man’s magic?”

      He cannot know of my secret. Rhoa craned her neck toward Salvon, his eyes meeting hers for an instant before he nodded.

      “I can explain,” Salvon blurted

      Despaldi stood and strolled past Rhoa, settling a stride before Salvon. “Garvin tells me you are a storyteller. I think this is a story I would enjoy hearing.”

      Salvon replied, “You must believe me. Killing Taladain was not our idea. We are merely performers, hired by a man named Jerrell Landish.”

      Despaldi grunted. “I recognize the name.”

      Salvon took a breath and continued. “This Landish character paid us to perform for Taladain while he watched, disguised as a servant. I believe he intended it as a distraction so he could…” Salvon shook his head. “We are performers. Nothing more.”

      Despaldi began to pace. The tent was quiet save for the man’s footsteps on the trampled ground. Finally, he stopped, his brow furrowed. “So you are saying Landish killed Taladain?”

      Salvon shrugged. “The man mentioned a contract taken out on the wizard lord.”

      “I know something of the contract.” Despaldi stepped closer. “If he killed Taladain, what about this?” He held the necklace out, the amulet spinning about.

      “Rhoa told you the truth. The amulet you hold is a fake,” Salvon replied.

      “A replica?”

      “Yes. The thief has the real one.”

      Brow furrowed, Despaldi resumed his pacing. After two circuits, he stopped again. “What of Princess Narine? She was with you when you entered Starmuth.”

      “Yes. She paid us to smuggle her out of Fastella. She disappeared shortly after we arrived at Starmuth. Charcoan’s guards stormed the inn where we were staying, but she had fled. We haven’t seen her since.”

      “Was the princess there?” Despaldi stepped closer. “Did she help kill her father as the rumors report?”

      Rhoa blurted, “She hated the man.”

      Smiling, Despaldi replied, “Of that, I have no doubt. I had suspected a rift between Narine, her father, and her brother had driven her to the University in the first place.”

      Despaldi stared at the amulet in his palm for a long moment before turning toward his table. He picked up a key and walked back to Rhoa, gripping her arm harshly and turning her back toward him, unlocking her shackles.

      “Ouch!” Rhoa cried. “You’re hurting me!”

      “Let her go, you swine!” Rawk snarled with surprising ferocity.

      “So, little man, you can speak after all.” Despaldi spun Rhoa around and relocked her shackles. “I had begun to wonder.”

      Gripping her upper arm, the amulet in his other hand, he pulled Rhoa toward the tent entrance.

      “Where are you taking her?” Rawk asked.

      Rhoa was struck by the concern in Rawk’s voice. Her gaze met his for a brief instant before Despaldi replied.

      “We are off to see a wizard. I must know the truth.”

      The man pulled Rhoa outside and paused to speak to the two guards posted near the tent. “The other two prisoners are inside. Watch and make sure they do not escape.”

      “Yes, sir,” one of the men said in a deep voice before ducking inside.

      Tents covered the grounds, most of them large enough to fit four to six soldiers. Warriors dressed in leather armor with silver plates roamed the area…some in clusters, some marching in ranks, others sparring in the distance. Rhoa then spotted the group who had escorted her to the camp, the men’s dark blue capes standing out. The Midnight Guard, the squad who reported to Despaldi and nobody else. From the stories she had heard, those men were the best of the lot, highly skilled and specially trained.

      The captain dragged her across the camp, toward Henton’s tent. Without pausing, he strode past the two guards near the entrance and pulled her inside. Henton was in discussion with the wizard she had seen earlier.

      “Thurvin,” Despaldi said, interrupting the two men. “We have a problem.”

      The short, dark-haired wizard frowned. “What sort of problem?”

      Holding the amulet up, he replied, “She claims this is a fake.”

      Thurvin’s squinty eyes narrowed further as he rubbed his chin. “We will need to prove it. I cannot risk returning to Marquithe with a fake amulet. Malvorian would react quite poorly.”

      “On both accounts, I agree.”

      “What do you suggest?”

      Despaldi turned toward Rhoa and slipped the necklace over her head. “Use your magic on her. What better means to reveal the truth?”

      “Wait!” Rhoa said in a panic.

      With a growl, Despaldi gripped her upper arms. “You will do this.” The man’s intense glare left no doubt he was serious. “Or I will run my sword through you, and we will do it as you lie dying on the ground.”

      Rhoa grit her teeth and glared at him while her mind raced. Without the protection of the true amulet, she was relying on what Salvon had told her in a conversation ten days past, the moment replaying in her head.

      “There exists a prophecy, ancient and quite unique. Among many things in this augury is the prediction that the human race will one day see an anomaly – people who exist outside of magic and are immune to the illusion.”

      Rhoa’s brow furrowed. “You are saying I am one of those people?”

      Salvon smiled. “I have suspected it for many years. My lute was the first clue.” He pointed toward the weapons strapped to her thighs. “The fulgur blades confirmed my suspicion.”

      Rhoa wished she had the fulgur blades now, but the knives had been confiscated, along with the rest of their belongings. Without a means to escape or fight back, she would have to rely on Salvon’s belief she was immune to magic. Recalling her encounter with Taladain, whose magic had not affected her, she found hope.

      “Do what you will. I’ll not back down from the likes of you,” she snarled.

      Thurvin chuckled. “Very well. We will discover the truth, and it won’t be subtle. Stand back, Despaldi.”

      The three men backed away, leaving Rhoa alone in the middle of the tent. She glanced down at the amulet and closed her eyes, praying to the gods that she would be protected. When she opened them, she saw Thurvin staring at her in concentration, his arms extended toward her, hands weaving. A burst of fire shot toward Rhoa, enveloping her, blinding all else from view. Yet the only heat she felt came from beside her when the nearby tent post burst into flames. The blaze licked up the wooden pole, and the white canvas caught fire. The flames from the wizard stopped as she backed away from the burning pole.

      Thurvin and the two men who towered over him gaped in shock.

      “It worked,” Despaldi breathed out. “The amulet protected her.”

      “Incredible,” Thurvin whispered.

      “My tent!” Henton exclaimed, waving the smoke from his face as he coughed. “You idiot! You destroyed my tent!”

      The two guards burst in, eyes widening at the burning tent post and canvas, flames spreading while black smoke filled the interior.

      “What happened?” one of the guards exclaimed.

      “Don’t worry about that,” Henton exclaimed. “Help me get my stuff out of here!”

      Despaldi walked over to Rhoa, gripped the amulet, and lifted it over her head, his gaze never leaving the shiny disk. He then dropped its cord over his own head and turned toward the wizard.

      “Let’s get out of here.” Despaldi grabbed Rhoa by the arm and dragged her outside.

      Coughing, Thurvin hurried to follow. Once outside, he passed Despaldi and stopped before him, blocking his path. “You cannot keep the amulet.”

      Stepping closer, Despaldi loomed over Thurvin with his chest in the shorter man’s face. “Well, I am not giving it to you,” he sneered, glaring down at the wizard. “While I wear the amulet, you hold no sway over me, little man. It will remain with me until we reach Marquithe. Then we shall see what Malvorian has planned.”

      The captain stomped off toward his tent, dragging Rhoa with him. She glanced backward at Thurvin, the wizard glaring at Despaldi’s back with raw hatred in his eyes.
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      Narine stood at the ship’s rail, her hair tied back in a braid. Even then, the wind blew stray strands in her face, tickling her nose and forcing her to blink. With her stomach apparently adapted to the motion of the sea, she watched the two people fight near the bow, providing entertainment for both her and the ship’s crew.

      Jace wiped the blood from his lip and stretched his jaw. Adyn grinned at him while blood oozed from her nose. Her teeth were bloody, the smile startlingly malicious. She spun and snapped a kick intended to take his head off. He ducked and swept his leg, but she deftly leapt over it. Completing her turn, another kick came around as he rose. He fell backward, her boot just missing his head, and landed on his rear. She followed with a stomp aimed at his exposed groin, but he spun sideways, her heel narrowly missing as it struck the deck with a thud.

      Jace scrambled away and rose to his feet warily. “That would have hurt.”

      “Which one?” She grinned. “The kick in the head or the heel in the crotch?”

      “Both.”

      The fighting had gone on for a few minutes, yet neither of them had landed more than a half-dozen blows. With each assault, Narine found herself on edge. Adyn was her best friend, and Jace was, well…Jace. She worried one might injure the other more significantly than intended. Worse, it might be irreparable.

      Stepping away from the rail, Narine approached them. “Are you two finished? If you go too far, you may do something I can’t heal.”

      Adyn lowered her fists, her stance relaxing. “I suppose you would be upset if I injured your boyfriend too badly.”

      Narine gasped inwardly. She noticed Jace jerk backward as if struck by a blow, but ignored it, glaring at her bodyguard.

      “I…,” Narine stammered, searching for a response. “He… Why would you say something like that?”

      Adyn’s grin widened. “Because it’s fun to see your reaction.”

      Narine looked at Jace and shook her head. “See what I must deal with?”

      He rubbed his jaw. It likely hurt from Adyn’s assault. “Yes. I feel your pain.”

      “Speaking of which,” Narine offered, “would either of you like to be healed?”

      Adyn felt her nose, moving it back and forth. “It’s not broken.” She shrugged. “It’ll be fine.”

      “Well, you look a mess.” Narine turned toward Jace, the sun shining on his dark hair. “What about you?”

      He worked his unshaven jaw. “I’ll forego the magic, if you don’t mind.”

      Narine shrugged. “Suit yourself.” Oddly, she found herself disappointed.

      “However, a kiss might make me feel better.” He grinned.

      The memory of their kiss in the glade resurfaced, her cheeks heating. To cover her reaction, she rolled her eyes and turned away. “It’s like there are two of you.” She glared at Adyn. “I would blame you for corrupting him, but he’s obviously been depraved for quite some time.”

      Adyn laughed. “In all honesty, he may have been a bad influence on me. You should have heard the story he told while we finished the bottle of brandy last night.”

      The princess shook her head as if disgusted, although it didn’t feel convincing. “I don’t know how you two can drink while on a ship. It took me two days before I could even eat.”

      “A bit of drinking would do you some good,” Jace suggested. “It might loosen you up a bit, perhaps remove the stick from your backside.”

      Narine spun toward him, her eyes wide, her mouth working without any words emerging. Adyn burst out laughing.

      Glowering at him, Narine gathered herself and replied, “I am not pretentious.”

      He snorted. “Prove it.”

      “How?”

      “Kiss me.” He tapped his lips. “You know you want to.”

      She glanced toward the sailors on deck who had stopped to watch the drama. Her cheeks felt hot, and it wasn’t from the sun. Turning back toward Jace, she said in a haughty tone, “I’d rather kiss the goat.”

      Jace glanced toward the animal tied to the main mast. “That can be arranged.”

      He then advanced toward her, his intense gaze forcing her to retreat until she backed against the ship’s rail.

      With his face a mere foot away and his eyes locked with hers, he said, “The problem is you worry far too much about what others think of you. I find it odd for such a pretty, intelligent girl. The world could be yours if you’d just choose to claim it.”

      She noticed his eyes glittering like gold in the sunlight. “What do you mean?” The words slipped out, soft and breathy.

      “You left the throne to your brother rather than fight for it.”

      “He is stronger than I am, better connected.”

      “Will he be a wise and fair lord?”

      She swallowed hard and shook her head. Eldalain scared her, and she feared he might become worse with increased power. “No.”

      “So you left the citizens of Ghealdor to suffer beneath a man who would rule by fear. I know something of people, Narine. I have spent my life observing others, detecting their weaknesses, exploiting them. I can tell if a person is good or bad by the way they treat others, by the ethics they display. In you, I see a good person who could be great. You should have more confidence in yourself and place less value in how you believe others see you.”

      Narine wanted to lash out, deny the accusation, but she could not. Deep inside, she knew there was far too much truth in his words. Like a castle stormed and overwhelmed in a siege, her defenses crumbled, leaving her with little choice but to surrender.

      “What would you have of me?” The words were little more than a whisper.

      He slipped his hand along her cheek, cupping it as he stared into her eyes. In those amber pools, she saw an intensity, a heat attempting to ignite something inside her. He leaned closer until his cheek touched hers and whispered, “Stop trying to be the girl you believe people expect.” His breath in her ear was a warm tickle, sending a tingle down her spine. “Be the woman you wish to be.”

      When his head turned, she felt drawn to him, unable to resist. Their lips met, a light brush at first, followed by something more urgent. When his hand pressed against her lower back, she wrapped her arms around his neck, their bodies pressed close together. His body felt warm, firm, and fit. The world spun with heat and color, her heart racing. He pulled away, leaving her wanting more.

      The sound of applause drew her from the spell. She turned and found every one of the ten sailors on board grinning as they clapped. A few whistles arose, joined by several inappropriate comments. Narine pushed Jace backward and turned away, her cheeks flush with embarrassment.

      “This is what I mean, Narine,” he said from behind her. “Reacting to them is the equivalent to ceding control. You will likely never see these sailors again. Why do you care what they think? Why give them the power over how you behave? Never mind what you feel is appropriate, when others realize you are beyond their influence, they will respect you for it.”

      Gripping the rail, she considered his words. I wish I could see the world as he does, she thought. What would it be like to do as I wish and not consider how others perceive me? Although an appealing thought, she wasn’t sure she could behave in such a manner.

      She turned around and saw Jace walking away, heading toward the quarterdeck. Adyn stepped close and put a hand on Narine’s shoulder as she continued to watch him.

      “You are drawn to him,” Adyn said.

      “What?” Narine turned toward her. “Oh. The kiss. It was nice.”

      Adyn snorted. “With the way you melted, you are lucky you had the rail to lean against or you may have collapsed into the water.”

      “I did not melt,” Narine retorted in what felt like an overreaction.

      With a chuckle, Adyn said, “Fine. You didn’t enjoy the kiss.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Narine looked at Jace again, the man talking to the first mate, Zard, both laughing at something. She worried it was about her, until realizing that was exactly the point he had been trying to drive home. She frowned in thought. The thief was a mystery in many ways, including his effect on her.

      “I don’t know what I am saying. He does make some valid points,” she admitted.

      Adyn gave her a sidelong look. “Everything he said were things I have been saying to you for years.”

      Narine blinked, realizing it was so. “Huh. Perhaps I needed to hear it from somebody else.”

      “Someone with dark eyes and a rippled torso?” Adyn grinned, her eyes filled with mischief.

      Again, Narine felt her cheeks growing flush. “I wouldn’t know…”

      “Oh please. Did you think I would allow you to sneak away from camp without watching over you? I was there when you spied on Jace at the river.”

      The image appeared in Narine’s mind as it had so many times since that morning. She had wondered repeatedly what it would be like to run her hands over his body. The thought brought her pulse to throbbing.

      “I wasn’t spying. I was merely–”

      “What did he just say to you?” Adyn scolded. “Don’t be the person others think you should be.”

      Narine shook her head and sighed. “It’s not that easy. All my life, I have been guided by perception, and you now wish me to do otherwise.”

      “Not just me.” Adyn pointed toward Jace. “He, as well.” She leaned against the rail and stared toward the water. “He is perceptive. He sees your potential is more than you believe. Think on it and see where your heart takes you.”
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        * * *

      

      Jace stood near the quarterdeck, leaning against the rail while tall, green cliffs slid past the ship. Here and there, narrow ravines ran down to the water, some with trickling rivulets, others by gushing waterfalls. The channel the ship had entered was no more than ten miles from shore to shore, growing narrower the deeper they went.

      “We must be close now,” Jace shouted to the man at the helm.

      “We will reach Shear near sunset,” Captain Overton replied.

      Jace looked up at the cliff looming hundreds of feet above. The sun had already fallen below the ridgeline. Sunset could be no more than an hour away.

      The ship cleared a bend where the rocky cliffs thrust a few hundred feet into the water. Beyond was a natural bay filled with ships. Battlements stood along the shore, protecting the buildings within. Behind the fortress, a zig-zagging roadway led up the cliffside. Two fully loaded wagons made a slow descent, the mounts fighting to keep the wagons from rushing downhill. The area was thick with Farrowen soldiers. Among them, workers offloaded wagons into the holds of the ships.

      “This must be the Shear Garrison,” Jace shouted.

      “Yes,” Overton replied. “And it appears active, as if the army is preparing to set sail.”

      I wonder where they are heading. Could it have something to do with what happened in Ghealdor?

      The ship passed the bay and the garrison disappeared, replaced by the glorious views of the canyon walls.

      Narine appeared on deck and walked toward him. His gaze lingered on her briefly. Her hair was down now, flowing over her cloak-covered shoulders. The air had grown cooler since the sun became obscured by the tall cliffs, casting the ship in shadow.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said as she stopped beside him, resting her forearms on the rail.

      “Yes, more so than I had imagined. Although I have visited Shear, this is my first time sailing the channel.”

      She nodded and continued to stare toward the calm water between the ship and shore. Here and there, small craft were tied to docks, often near small cabins visible through the tree-covered hillside. Jace wondered why people decided to settle in a location so remote. He missed the city – the people, the food, the conveniences…the greed. It was an emotion he understood and often used to his own benefit. Marquithe was no more than three days from Shear. Soon, he would be back home and in his environment.

      He realized Adyn was not nearby. “I’m surprised your nursemaid allowed you out of her sight.”

      Narine glanced at him with an arched brow. “Adyn decided the ship is safe…even with you aboard.” She smiled, which turned to a chuckle. “She would punch you for calling her a nursemaid.”

      He smiled and nodded. “True. I would likely do it anyway, just to see the look on her face.”

      “I’m not surprised. You seem to flirt with trouble more often than you do with girls.” She looked at him. “Sometimes you are predictable, other times quite the opposite.”

      He watched the breeze tease her golden locks. “How so?”

      “The things you said to me earlier… I found them painful to hear.”

      But did you enjoy our kiss? he wanted to ask, but instead replied, “Do you wish me to apologize? If so, you’ll be disappointed.”

      She shook her head. “No. I actually found it painfully…insightful.”

      He arched a brow, hope stirring.

      Narine gazed off toward the steep, wooded shoreline. “I have spent my life trying to be who others thought I should become. It is the way of things for many women, but more so for royalty. From a young age, I was taught perception is more important than reality. Accordingly, I have spent my life behaving appropriately for my position.

      “Given my current circumstances, I would like to change that.” She turned toward him, and he stared into her aqua blue eyes. “It may take some time and patience, but I will try.”

      Jace was unsure why she had confided in him. She wouldn’t approach you if she didn’t care. He took a deep breath and said, “I will try, as well.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Try what?”

      “To not goad you into a reaction, even though it is so easy.” He grinned.

      She pushed him playfully and laughed. “You are as bad as Adyn.”

      “Isn’t she your friend?”

      “Yes. My best friend. Often my only friend.”

      “Perhaps that is why you enjoy my company.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Yet here you are.” He extended his arm in a sweeping motion. “This ship has plenty of space, but you chose to stand beside me.”

      She sighed. “Yes. Please don’t rub it in. I am still working through this.”

      “Through what?”

      “Don’t make me say it. Just…let it be for now.”

      Jace shrugged. “As you wish.”

      Her gaze returned to the shoreline as the ship drifted past a steep rock outcropping hundreds of feet tall.

      After a moment, she spoke, her tone serious. “There is something else you should know.”

      “All right.”

      “There is another reason I left Eldalain to claim the throne unchallenged. Have you heard of Lordess Pherelyn?”

      Jace recalled hearing the name in the past. “Didn’t she rule Farrowen a long time ago?”

      “Yes. What else do you know of her?”

      He shrugged. “Very little. Frankly, I never cared much about wizards, lords, or your history.”

      “You should. History can teach us much.”

      With a snort, he said, “Like what?”

      “Rather than making a mistake yourself, wouldn’t it be better to learn from someone else who already made the same mistake?”

      His face twisted. “Why would I repeat someone else’s mistake?”

      “Exactly.” She smiled.

      Rolling his eyes, he said, “What of this Pherelyn? Why bring up some woman who died centuries ago? Am I about to repeat her mistake?”

      “No. I want avoid her mistake.” She took a deep breath, as if seeking resolve. “You see, she is the only woman to ever become a wizard lord.”

      I have never heard of a woman ruling a wizardom. Jace hadn’t ever given it much thought before. “There is a reason for this information, I assume.”

      “Will you stop interrupting me?”

      He chuckled. “Sorry. Bad habit.”

      “I should say so,” Narine replied with a wry expression. She turned toward the shoreline, her gaze growing distant. “Two thousand years ago, the eight wizardoms were formed. Those eight wizards are each famous in their respective wizardoms. One of them was named Lord Beneficious, the first ruler of Farrowen. As you may suspect, he ruled many years, leading his people to over a century of peace and prosperity. Unfortunately, he was the first of the wizard lords to be challenged. Until Pherelyn came along, the wizard lords were considered immortal. She proved otherwise.

      “After killing the man and taking the throne, Pherelyn acquired the power of a god. Overwhelmed by such power, she became something horrible.

      “Men are physically stronger than women, often better at combat and acts of war. The same holds true for magic. In constructs of energy and physical manipulation, men excel far beyond what a wizardess might achieve. Conversely, women excel in areas where male wizards are weakest. Among those strengths are healing, illusion, and mental manipulation. With the power of a god, Pherelyn used those abilities to dominate Farrowen. I won’t get into the details of the atrocities she committed, but consider this… Imagine someone who can dominate your will forcing you to do anything they wish, even if it meant killing yourself. An example included a dignitary from Orenth who had slighted her by not bowing deeply enough. He spent the remainder of the day sitting on top of the palace wall, peeling off layers of his own skin with a paring knife. The man eventually bled to death, but not until he had skinned himself completely, screaming in pain the entire time.”

      Jace imagined being under someone’s spell, unable to guide his own will. He could think of no worse fate.

      “Through force of will and the power of a god, Pherelyn built Farrowen into the most dominant wizardom ever known, but the achievement came at a steep price. She is the reason the roadways crossing Farrowen are paved, something no other nation has. Despite being land-locked, Marquithe became a center for trading because of those roads. It took five decades to lay many millions of stones, and many people died in the process.

      “Finally, a wizard named Rochellan Brack rose to become the High Wizard of Shear. Rochellan then conspired with the Wizards Guild in Marquithe to kill Pherelyn and claim her position. They gathered every bit of information about Pherelyn and fed it to the man so he could concoct his scheme. He visited the palace in Marquithe and pretended he was smitten with Pherelyn. Tall, athletic, and handsome, Rochellan looked more like a warrior than a wizard. Knowing the woman’s preferences, he courted Pherelyn using every trick he could conceive to manipulate the woman until she fell prey to his charms. They agreed to marry, and she invited him to her bedchamber to consummate the marriage. Later the same evening, while she slept, he snuck off and returned with a massive axe. He decapitated her with a single stroke.

      “As you are aware, wizard lords can heal themselves, and a female wizard lord would be able to heal just about anything. Losing one’s head is an exception, perhaps the only one.

      “As agreed, Rochellan rose to become the next wizard lord of Farrowen and went on to rule for two centuries.

      “Since Pherelyn’s death, no woman in the eight wizardoms has occupied a throne. The masters at the University and every Wizards Guild across the continent would do anything to prevent another reign such as Pherelyn’s.”

      Narine fell silent while Jace considered the story.

      “You avoid a claim for the throne because the other wizards would stand against you?”

      She nodded. “Yes. Worse, I wonder if I would become like Pherelyn. I saw what power did to my father and how the thirst for it has corrupted my brother.”

      He put his hand on her back. “I doubt you have it in you to become a ruthless, heartless ruler. It just seems…outside your nature, regardless of what power you held.”

      Narine turned toward him. “You don’t understand. The power one gains when they become a wizard lord comes from a god, Jace. How can man be trusted with such power?”

      “I am talking about trusting you, with or without the power of a god.” Something she had mentioned earlier nagged at him. “You mentioned women being skilled with mental manipulation.”

      “Yes.”

      “You can do this? You can make others do as you wish?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Even for women, it is much more subtle than that. Besides, they don’t teach Domination, the construct Pherelyn used, at the University. It is now forbidden.”

      “Then what do they teach?”

      “Useful things, such as healing mental illness, blocking painful memories, building confidence, instilling courage… Many are helpful. Most are harmless.”

      “Shear, straight ahead!” Captain Overton shouted.

      Jace looked beyond Narine and saw the docks along the shore, the castle on the hilltop hundreds of feet up, and the city in between. I had best avoid the castle, he thought, recalling his last visit. High Wizard Gerald Wrenthal had almost died that day. I don’t need another incident like what happened during my last stay in Lionne.
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      Shear, Narine thought, staring at the city for the first time.

      As part of the curriculum at the University, she had studied each wizardom, including the major cities and their history. Shear derived its name from the steep cliff where it was built. It was also among the oldest man-made cities, favored by its natural harbor, the mild climate, and the protection from the elements offered by the cliffs.

      The old city – a small, walled-in area with an ancient keep in the center – was located on a flat area between the water and the cliffside. Outside the old city were the docks, the water perpetually calm this far up the channel. Just beyond the docks, the channel narrowed to a winding river at the bottom of a chasm no more than a mile from cliff wall to cliff wall. Farther inland, the chasm continued to narrow until it was no more than a few hundred feet across.

      Above the old city and the docks, zig-zagging roads climbed the hillside. Newer houses lined those roads, built tall and narrow on small plots of land. Trees defiantly clinging to the hillside surrounding those homes created an odd mixture of man and nature.

      Shear Castle stood at the top of the rise, its walls built of pale gray rock. The city wasn’t huge, nor was the castle, but even in the dim light of dusk, the sight was impressive. Narine wondered how long it would take to reach the top and feared she would soon find out.

      “Come on,” Jace said. “Let’s go gather our things.” He led her to the stairs, descended, and turned to offer a hand.

      Rather than rebuff him, she took it. “Thank you,” she said when she reached the bottom.

      “Yes, Your Highness.” He grinned, bowing slightly.

      “Oh stop.” She couldn’t help but smile as she slipped past him to enter her room.

      Adyn was inside, napping. The woman snored, but it was far quieter than when she had been drinking. Narine nudged her, causing her to stir, her eyes flickering open.

      “We’ve arrived.”

      “Shear?” Adyn asked as she sat up and rubbed her eyes.

      “Yes.” Narine looked around the room. Save for Adyn’s cloak, her weapons, and Narine’s meager pack, there was nothing for them to take. “At least there is a benefit to traveling lightly.”

      Adyn stretched. “I do miss lugging your chest of dresses around.”

      “How droll.” She gave Adyn a tight-lipped glare. “It may be a while before I have a chest of dresses again, if ever. At this point, I would be happy to have a change of clothing.”

      “Perhaps Jace can find a game of dice.” Adyn grinned.

      “Do you want me to hit you?”

      Adyn laughed as she strapped her sword belt on. “You can try.”

      “I know magic.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Keep pushing me and you’ll find out.” Narine picked up her pack, shouldering it.

      Bending to scoop up her cloak, Adyn turned to the door. “What would you do anyway?”

      “Find a good way to embarrass you.”

      Adyn opened the door. “Hmm… You’ll find it a challenging task.”

      “Indeed.”

      Jace stepped from his room and climbed the stairs, Adyn and Narine following. They emerged on deck as the ship drifted into a slip.

      Zard approached Jace. “Welcome to Shear. Safe and sound, as promised,” the tall sailor said. “I must say, you three were entertaining passengers.”

      With a shrug, Jace replied, “You’re just saying that because I gave you the chance to win back your coin.”

      Zard grinned. “I’m saying it because I did win it back.”

      Overton descended from the quarterdeck. “Some of us weren’t so lucky,” the man grumbled.

      Jace extended a hand, the captain grasping it. “Sorry, Overton. Somebody has to lose or it’s not a game.” He leaned close and whispered something to the captain, the man’s eyes going wide.

      As Jace stepped back, Overton nodded. “Thanks for the tip. I know how to turn such information into profit.”

      “Any captain of a trading ship would if he knew his business.”

      Overton grinned. “I would’ve lost my ship years ago if I didn’t do a few things right.” The captain turned toward Narine and Adyn, bowing. “It was a pleasure having you lovely ladies on board.”

      Adyn snorted. “First time I’ve been called a lady.”

      Zard raised an eyebrow. “You prefer feisty wench?”

      With a nod, Adyn said, “Actually, yes. It feels less like you are trying to sell me land six feet beneath a swamp.” She glanced over at Narine. “She might have apoplexy from being called a wench, but it suits me fine.”

      “Oh please,” Narine said. “I am not so brittle as to break from a lewd comment.”

      “In that case…” Zard pointed toward Narine’s chest. “You’ve got… Oof!”

      Adyn’s fist had struck him soundly in the stomach, forcing him to double over and cough. “Sorry, Zard. You can say what you wish about me, but I have to beat anyone who affronts Lady Reene.”

      Reene was the name Jace had come up with to mask Narine’s identity. Even after five days of hearing it, she hadn’t quite grown used to it.

      Narine glared at Adyn. “I am sorry, Zard. She overreacts. Please, accept our apologies.”

      The man backed away, gasping for breath, waving it off.

      “Thank you, Captain,” Narine said. “We are all packed and will leave you to your ship. Thank you for the hospitality, and I’m sorry about my sickness the first couple days.”

      “It was no problem, my lady.”

      Jace led them toward the plank, descending the narrow board with ease. Lifting her skirts, Narine crossed, wobbling twice. She reached his extended hand, took it, and leapt to the dock. I wish I weren’t so clumsy. It was her curse. One of many.

      Adyn followed, appearing as graceful as Jace. When she reached the dock, the three of them headed toward the old city.

      “We will head to the top in the morning. Will I need to buy you a horse to ride, or can you make the climb?” Jace asked, giving Narine a sidelong look.

      Narine’s gaze followed the switchbacks up the steep hillside. Many hundreds of feet up, the castle walls were visible, but just barely. She wanted to say she could make the climb but feared failing. It was more daunting than climbing the steps at the University. Her gaze shifted to Adyn, whose knowing smile triggered Narine’s anger.

      I’ll show her.

      She turned toward Jace. “No need for a ride. I can make the hike. However, if you are willing to spare the coin, I would love a new dress. This one is beginning to stink.” She walked toward the buildings. “Let’s get a room and a meal. I’m famished.”
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        * * *

      

      Sweat ran down Narine’s face, stinging her eyes. She looked up. Again. It had become a habit during the climb, most often yielding disappointment. Turning toward the northeast, she looked out over the channel and the city at the shore. It was beautiful, but the beauty was lost to her exhaustion. Internally, she admitted she had underestimated the incline and the length of time it would take to climb to the top. Externally, though, she refused to give Adyn the satisfaction.

      “Are you all right?” Adyn asked.

      “We can stop for a bit if you like,” Jace offered.

      “No,” Narine said between gasps. “We are nearing the top. Let’s get there before it gets any hotter.”

      “As you wish,” Jace said as he resumed climbing.

      Narine forced her legs forward, one step at a time. Her feet felt heavy, as if weights had been strapped to them. To take her mind off the climb, she recalled the events of the previous evening.

      They had been fortunate to find both a tailor and a small inn just inside the city walls. The tailor had a blue dress that would require only minimal adjustments for a proper fit. The woman promised it would be ready by sunup, so the trio visited the inn, procuring a room and a meal for each of them. It was the first decent night of sleep Narine had since leaving Fastella two weeks earlier. They woke, ate a quick breakfast, picked up her dress, and began their climb before the rising sun crested the eastern ridgeline.

      Now, two hours later, they neared the top and Narine was exhausted. While she wanted nothing more than to sit, she forced herself forward, telling herself she was too strong to give up.

      They rounded a bend and followed another switchback lined with houses on the uphill side, just as each of the other ones they had taken. How many? Narine had lost count. It had become too depressing.

      She was thankful when the road finally began to level. At the next turn, she noticed the castle walls above her. The road followed the wall, curving with it and leading them to another section of the city.

      Unlike the older buildings below, there was no wall surrounding the city and the only defensible location was the castle. The sight of the buildings, and the paved road heading out of the city, brought Narine to a decision.

      I don’t care what they think of me. This is ridiculous.

      Narine reached out and grabbed Jace by the arm. “I need a ride to Marquithe.”

      “You need a ride?”

      “Yes. Get me a ride, not a horse. A ride. I don’t care how you do it. Just do it.”

      He stared at her as a smile spread across his face. “You need me.”

      Still panting from the exertion, she said, “Fine. I need you to get me a ride.”

      “What’s it worth to you?”

      She fixed him with a glare. “My endless gratitude.”

      “Hmm… That might be of some value.” Stepping back with a flourishing bow, he said, “I will find milady a carriage.”

      He crossed the square outside the castle gate, circled the fountain, and continued toward a big building that appeared to be a stable.

      Adyn moved closer. “Was that a good idea?”

      “What?”

      “You just told a man who is obviously smitten with you to procure a ride at any cost. He is a thief, Narine. You do realize he is likely to break the law on your account.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t care. He says he is good at what he does. It’s time we reap some benefits.”

      Adyn looked at her with a smirk. “I’m not complaining. I just find it interesting. After harping on him repeatedly about his antics, you then encourage him to steal when it suits you.”

      Narine wiped her brow again and fixed Adyn with a glare. “Listen. I am sweaty, exhausted, and my feet feel as if they are twice the size of my shoes. I don’t care how he gets us a ride. I just want to sit.”

      “Is that what it takes to get you to toss propriety aside? A difficult uphill climb?” Adyn arched a brow. “You are changing.”

      “No. I’m just done pretending.” Narine headed toward the fountain. “Come on. I need some water and to wash. I feel disgusting.”
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      It was dark, an hour past sunset. Normally, Devotion would occur during this hour. With Taladain dead and Fastella under lockdown, nothing was normal.

      Rindle stood on Herrod’s shoulders and gripped the top of the wall. With gritted teeth, he pulled himself up, kicked a leg over, and slid down the other side until he hung with arms extended. Releasing his grip, he fell, stumbling when he hit the ground, falling into a row of hedges lining the wall. Swearing to himself, he pulled away from the hedges. His palm hurt. There was a hole in his glove, his skin pierced by a twig. But it seemed, no one had heard him.

      He darted across the garden and to the stables, putting his back against the outside wall. Someone worked inside, whistling and shuffling about. The rear door to the mansion opened. An armed guard and a man in dark robes walked out, the two of them heading down the path toward the stables. Rindle eased backward and remained cloaked in shadow, praying the man would not see him.

      “Damon!”

      The whistling stopped. “Yes, Master Parsec?”

      “Is my carriage ready? I don’t wish to be late for my meeting with the prince.”

      “It is ready. Climb in, and we’ll be off.”

      “Very good.”

      When the carriage rolled away, Rindle poked his head around the corner. Two men at the wrought-iron gate opened it, waited until the carriage rolled past, and then closed it again.

      As Eldalain had promised, the wizard was gone, along with his bodyguard. It was now up to Rindle.

      “He wishes it to be messy,” Cordelia had said. “It is meant to send a message.” The job was important, and she trusted him to do it.

      This is my chance to prove I am better than Jerrell.

      He hurried down the path to the rear door, careful to stay low. When he tested the knob, he found the door unlocked. After a brief prayer to Gheald, he slipped inside.

      The corridor was dark, the only light coming through the window beside the door. The room at one end appeared empty and black, the other end led to a swinging door with a glow of light coming from beneath it. Rindle headed toward the swinging door and pushed it open just enough to peer through the crack.

      It was the kitchen. Inside, two women cleaned, one scrubbing pots in the scullery at the far end, the other wiping down the counter in the center. They chatted while they worked, discussing the menu and tasks for breakfast the next day.

      With the closer woman’s back to him, Rindle pushed the door open and drew his knife. She continued wiping the table while the other woman went on about how difficult it was to clean a particular pot. Neither woman stood a chance.

      He clamped his hand over the first woman’s mouth and dragged the knife across her throat. She struggled for a bit, shook violently, then sagged in his arms, dead. The woman at the scullery rinsed the pot, turning when he was a stride away. He lunged and buried his knife into her eye. The woman tried to cry out, but the strangled sound was pitiful. She fell backward, tumbled over some pots, and collapsed to the floor. Any sound she made was masked by the clattering pots.

      Rindle stood over her, panting from the rush of the killing. He knelt and pulled the knife from her eye socket, the eyeball coming with it. He wiped it off on the woman’s dress, cords still connected from the eyeball to the empty eye socket.

      “This should qualify as messy,” he muttered to himself, grinning.

      He spun away, crossed the kitchen, and peered out the door opposite from where he had entered. The room was dark and quiet, as was the corridor beyond. Distant footsteps arose, drawing closer. He ducked back into the kitchen and hid behind the door. Moments later, it opened. A man with gray hair and a black coat entered. He stopped in his tracks and gasped at the scene before him, stiffening when Rindle’s knife plunged into his temple.
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        * * *

      

      Van Parsec climbed into his carriage, followed by his bodyguard, Lang, who sat across from him. The carriage lurched into motion, Parsec’s gaze going toward the open curtain. The scenery outside the window slipped past as he thought about his meeting with Eldalain.

      The prince’s intent to declare martial law, if approved, would place the man in a position of control. Eldalain had insisted it was for the safety of Fastella and its citizens. Parsec suspected it was a preemptive move to keep others from challenging his ascension. Worse, the enactment would effectively hand the Wizards Guild over to Eldalain.

      As set out in laws established centuries earlier, unless the city was under attack by a foreign power, martial law could only remain in effect for ninety days. The next Darkening was over a hundred days away, placing Eldalain in control for the majority of the time span. However, the Wizards Guild, with a majority vote, could foil the prince’s entire plan.

      I will make sure the vote swings my way.

      The meeting left Parsec wondering if the prince suspected his intent to challenge him for the throne. After nine years as the head of the Fastella Wizards Guild, Parsec had put in his time, built a reputation, and continued to hone his craft. Unlike the other wizards, he did not fear Eldalain. Also unlike the others, his ambition stretched beyond hosting the next social gathering.

      The carriage stopped outside the gate to his mansion.

      “Ulric! Thane!” Damon called out.

      When Parsec heard no response, he stuck his head out. The gate remained closed, his guards nowhere to be found.

      With a sigh, he climbed from the carriage, Lang following, and walked to the gate, peering down the drive. All was quiet inside the estate. He pressed his face to the bars and looked to the side.

      He gasped at the sight of two bodies between the hedge and the wall. He drew in magic and willed a construct of physical manipulation into existence. An extension and twist of the magic unlocked the gate – a skill he had practiced for years before mastering. It swung open, and Lang pushed it further to allow the carriage to pass.

      When Parsec drew nearer, he realized Ulric and Thane were dead, both men covered in blood with cuts on their cheeks, arms, and legs. One had a bloody hole in his jerkin, the other was missing an eye.

      Lang grunted, “Neat work.”

      Parsec glared at him. The man shrugged.

      “We have had an intruder,” Parsec said to Damon, who had remained in the carriage driver’s seat. “Drive the carriage to the stables and arm yourself.”

      Damon rode past as Parsec and Lang stalked up the driveway. The wizard held his magic, prepared to shield himself should anyone attack. The bodyguard gripped a sword in one hand, a cudgel in the other. The mansion at the top of the hill was quiet. Light came from the windows of three rooms, the same three as when they had left two hours earlier.

      The two men reached the stables just as Damon came out holding the massive blade he used for trimming the shrubs.

      “We’ll go in the back door,” Parsec instructed. “Lang will lead. I’ll follow. Damon will enter last. If we come across any intruders, attack swiftly. Judging by the wounds, whoever killed Ulric and Thane was highly skilled.”

      “I’m on it, boss.” Lang headed toward the door.

      “Yes, master.” Damon nodded and followed Parsec.

      The bodyguard opened the door and stepped into the dark corridor, pausing. Parsec pointed toward the kitchen. Lang nodded and crept down the hall with the wizard a step behind and Damon trailing. The man opened the door to a scene of horror.

      Sharene, the head cook, and Keadalt, Parsec’s manservant, lay in pools of blood. The other cook, Lorena, was dead in the scullery, her face covered in crimson, her missing eye dangling from her collar.

      “Dear Gheald,” Damon muttered. “What happened here?”

      Lang added, “I wonder who else fell to this attack?”

      Parsec’s eyes widened as concern for his wife struck. “Please, not Gilda…”

      His wife was fifteen years younger than he. Fit and pretty, yet among the least skilled wizardesses in the city. Could she handle an intruder on her own? He feared the answer.

      Lang pushed the door open to the empty dining room and led Parsec to the receiving hall. It was dark and quiet. The three men climbed the stairs, two with weapons ready, the third holding tight to his magic. Rather than bothering looking around the second level, Parsec pointed toward the third. Again, the three men ascended carefully.

      The doors on the third floor were all closed. Parsec ignored all save for the double-doors at the end of the corridor. He gripped Lang by the shoulder, passed him, and crept toward the doors to the master bedroom. Rather than using his hands, he sent a burst of compressed air at the doors, blasting them open. What he saw next caused him to stagger.

      Gilda had been stripped naked, her shapely figure dangling from the chandelier above their bed. Her hands were bound behind her back, her eyes blindfolded. A rope had been wound around her neck, run over the chandelier, and tied to the desk. In the pale blue of the enchanted lantern, her pale skin appeared ghostly.

      Parsec’s grip on his magic faltered and slipped away. He scrambled to the bed, climbing onto it to wrap his arms about Gilda, cradling her as tears blurred his vision.

      “Don’t just stand there,” he screamed. “Cut the rope.”

      Damon rushed across the room and sliced through the rope, Gilda’s body sagging in Parsec’s arms. Gently, he knelt and laid her on the bed. He pulled the blindfold away to find her green eyes open and bulging. Desperate, he drew on his magic and formed a construct of repair, but when he tried to heal her, he found nothing but an empty shell.

      Choking sobs came out as he stroked her brown, curled hair. He had recently agreed to her request to have children. His dream to rule with her at his side and children to succeed him was now crushed.

      “Whoever was behind this will pay, my love.” He continued to stroke her hair while tears dripped onto her face. “This is my promise to you.”
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      Rhoa, Rawk, and Salvon rode in a carriage, the three of them shackled across from an armed guard and the wizard, Thurvin. When presented with the option to be gagged, bound, and strapped to the back of a horse or to ride in the carriage, the choice was easy. The caveat was a promise to fully comply and to remain quiet. For Salvon’s sake, Rhoa acquiesced.

      Rhoa stared out the window as the carriage traveled past Lionne. Beyond the city, ships sailed in and out of the harbor, free to come and go as they pleased. Rhoa didn’t know what her future held, but freedom appeared to be a thing of the past. Ever since she began her quest to kill Taladain, it felt as if her life had been on a course over which she had no control. She worried where it might lead. Worse, she worried it neared its end. There was a time she had resigned herself to dying in her pursuit to see the end of Taladain. Perhaps her escape from Fastella had merely delayed the inevitable.

      The carriage turned south, where a massive, white tent occupied a field outside the city. Emotion flooded in as Rhoa leaned close to the window. Near the cluster of wagons outside the tent, she saw Juliam walking with Sareen, the big man pointing toward the city as he said something. Her heart ached to reach out to the couple, to hug them, to speak with them, to let them know she was alive. The tent and the troupe slipped into the distance. It wasn’t meant to be. She wondered if she would ever see anyone from the troupe again.

      They continued south. The days were long, the carriage silent. Even Salvon seemed to have given in to melancholy, the normally outspoken and enthusiastic man appearing worn, old, and tired. In the evenings, they would pull to the side of the road and sleep in tents. With her ankles tied together, wrists behind her back, and body staked to the ground, Rhoa found little comfort at night, sleep coming in fits and starts. They fed her, though less than needed to fill her stomach. If she was hungry, what of Rawk? He matched her in height but carried twice the weight and certainly needed more food than she. Salvon’s weight was difficult to guess, with his patchwork cloak and loose clothing, but he was surely hungry, as well.

      Finally, four long days after leaving the Farrowen Army camp, the walls of Marquithe appeared.

      Built on an expansive hilltop and surrounded by fields, the city was easy to spot from a distance.

      Walls of blue-veined granite, a hundred feet tall and many centuries old, encircled the great city. Beyond the walls, tall buildings built on the hillside jutted toward the sky, the tallest of which was the Marquithe Tower of Devotion, the center of Lord Malvorian’s power.

      Rhoa had intentionally sought out Taladain because of the unwilling sacrifice he had made of her parents and countless others. Malvorian was likely no less guilty, yet she dreaded meeting the man. Her encounter with Taladain had been planned, with her in control and him unaware. Neither would be true with Malvorian, a man who was infamous for harsh treatment toward anyone who crossed him.

      Worry transformed to panic, and she began to gasp for air. If I run, perhaps I could hide. Marquithe is a big city. Her gaze then landed on Salvon and Rawk. The old man appearing defeated, the Maker watching her with his purple eyes hidden behind tinted spectacles. What would happen to them? Could I live with the guilt? This is all my fault anyway.

      She knew she could not run, not if it meant leaving them behind to pay for her crimes. Cowardice, she could accept. Betrayal, she could not.

      The carriage drove through the city gate, and Thurvin stuck his head out the door, calling to the driver. “Head east. Take Tardis Lane up to the palace.”

      As the carriage turned, the man sat back, his gaze settling on Rhoa. She had often seen the wizard staring at her and wondered if he intended it to cause her discomfort. If so, it worked.

      Avoiding the man’s gaze, she watched buildings and traffic pass by, the city as full and alive as always. After a few minutes, the carriage turned again and began a gradual ascent. The incline increased, the carriage slowing as the Enchanter’s Tower came into view. Rhoa leaned closer to the window and stared up at the imposing structure – tall, dark, and foreboding. Breaking into the tower to steal the amulet had been the first step leading to her current predicament. While she had been successful in killing Taladain, surviving the ordeal despite impossible odds, she couldn’t help but feel the amulet carried a curse. Since the moment she first held it in her hands, she had been pursued by others who wished to use it for themselves.

      Jace has the real amulet. If there is a curse, it follows him. She then began to wonder if the amulet Despaldi wore was the real one. What if Jace swapped them again? It is just the type of thing he might do.

      She sat back and noticed Thurvin staring at her again.

      “Were you the one who broke into the Enchanter’s Tower?” he asked. “Did you steal the amulet before Landish could?”

      Rhoa blinked. “You know of that?”

      He smiled. The expression chilled her. “I know many things. This city…” He stared out the window. “It is not only the heart of Farrowen, but the center of all eight wizardoms. Malvorian may rule here, but I control the information flowing in and out of the city.”

      A frown crossed her face. “I don’t understand.”

      The man leaned forward and sneered. “Understand this. Anything that occurs in Marquithe does so with my blessing. If you so much as stole a copper off a bar top, I would hear of it.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “When we arrive at the palace, I expect you to cooperate fully. No matter what Malvorian has planned for you three, your lives are in my hands. If you do as I say, I will do my best to spare you from the gibbet…or worse.”

      The lump in Rhoa’s throat made it difficult to swallow. “You would execute us? For what crime?”

      “Don’t be so naïve.”

      “For killing Taladain?”

      “Taladain?” He sneered. “Please. In killing him, you did Malvorian, Farrowen, and me a favor.”

      “What then?”

      The wizard shook his head. “You still don’t get it.”

      “Just say it, wizard,” Salvon said in annoyance, his first words all day.

      “Very well.” Thurvin pointed at them. “You three know of the amulet. Know what it can do. Think on this.” His gaze shifted toward the window as a wizard’s mansion slid past. “How would others react if they knew of the amulet’s power? There is a balance in society. Wizards rule, and everyone else follows. The balance is dictated by power and fear. The wizards wield magic, and those who cannot fear them for it.” He turned to lock his gaze with Salvon’s. “What would happen if that fear were erased? The very knowledge that magic can be rendered useless by an object would shake the foundation of our society. What if the amulet were replicated? What if everyone on these streets could purchase such an item? It would destroy everything we wizards have built, which cannot be allowed.”

      The carriage interior fell quiet as Rhoa considered the man’s words. She knew of the amulet, and for that knowledge alone, Thurvin would see her dead. What if he discovered the truth about her? Her natural immunity to magic was even worse than the amulet. They would see her as the beginning of a new race – ones over which wizards would hold no power.

      Since her capture, Rhoa had been uneasy and uncomfortable. Now, she felt an urgent need to escape.
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        * * *

      

      Following Rhoa’s and Salvon’s lead, Rawk had remained quiet and complacent during the journey to Marquithe. As they approached their destination, he found his curiosity piqued. Even from his seat in the middle of the carriage, he could see the city’s magnificence, the walls and buildings crafted with the perfect blend of artistic skill and practical precision of a Maker. The fountains, buildings, mansions, and towers all shone with beauty in the late afternoon sun. All the while, the carriage continued an ascent toward the heart of the city where the palace was located.

      The Marquithe palace was a network of interconnecting buildings, which together equaled more than the sum of their individual parts. At one end, the Temple of Farrow stood, a building in the shape of a peaked arch, the front adorned by a massive circular window facing the moon in the eastern sky. Like the domed Temple of Gheald in Fastella, that building alone was large enough to hold thousands.

      Connected to the temple was an arrangement of buildings and rounded turrets, bridging the temple to the palace itself. The palace was three or four times the size of the temple, consisting of arched buildings and spires reaching toward the sky. The tallest tower stood at the center, the top of which glowed with a deep blue flame. The view was mesmerizing.

      After pausing outside a gate, the carriage entered an area surrounded by a wall, fifty feet tall and built of the same stone as the city wall. The carriage came to a stop and the door opened. One of the soldiers in the dark blue capes held the door while the wizard climbed out.

      “Come along now,” Thurvin said. “Your accommodations await.”

      Led by Rhoa, Rawk and Salvon climbed out, the angle of the sun forcing Rawk to squint, even with his tinted spectacles. They stood in a dirt courtyard. To one side, the palace loomed. To the other stood a low building, doors open wide to reveal horses and carriages inside. The soldiers who had escorted the carriage had dismounted. Guards tended to their horses while Despaldi had a brief conversation with a man who had appeared from the stables.

      Despaldi then walked over and addressed the wizard. “I suggest we place the prisoners in a cell until Malvorian is ready to receive them.”

      Thurvin stared at the man, his mouth drawn in a frown. After a long pause, he nodded. “Very well.”

      Turning toward his guards, Despaldi barked out a number of names before telling them they were dismissed for the evening. The rest of the Midnight Guard lined up to each side of Rawk, Rhoa, and Salvon, appearing ready. When Thurvin and Despaldi walked toward the palace entrance, the guards prodded Rawk and the others, urging them forward.

      As he neared the building, Rawk got a sense of the structure. He could feel empty chambers within the stone, both above and below. Somewhere beyond those open spaces, he sensed something pulsing.

      They stepped inside and followed a long corridor to a set of stairs. Thurvin and Despaldi led the way as they descended. Rawk followed, but his mind was elsewhere. He could feel something speaking to him, drawing him like a melody just beyond listening range, the song increasing.

      A long, narrow corridor led them to another torch lit stairwell. Rawk didn’t notice the path they took, nor did he inspect the material or skill with which the walls were constructed. He couldn’t focus on anything but the haunting song calling to him, drowning out all other thoughts.

      When they reached the bottom, they followed a corridor to a large room, open at the middle, closed doors lining the walls to each side and straight ahead. A man stood from a desk beside the entrance and thumped his fist to his chest. He had a quiet conversation with Despaldi, but Rawk didn’t hear a word. All he could hear was the music demanding he listen, commanding him toward the source.

      “Move.” A man shoved Rawk in the back, causing him to stumble.

      The man and two others steered him toward an open door, holding him with firm, painful grips as they unclasped his shackles. He worked his shoulders and massaged his wrists for a moment before he was shoved again. Stumbling into the cell, he righted himself and turned toward the door as it closed. Darkness invaded. Movement could be heard from outside, but soon, that also faded. All that remained was the song in Rawk’s ears, compelling him to obey.

      He sat on the pallet with his hands over his ears, rocking and humming in a futile attempt to drown out the haunting aria. Yet it lingered, enticing, enchanting, ensorceling him. If it persisted, he would lose. He lost himself to the song every time. The last time had led to his exile from Ghen Aeldor.

      To give in to the song would bring shame. Again. It was only a matter of when.
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            Diplomacy

          

        

      

    

    
      The Thundercorps, or at least the Lionne Garrison, rode north for the fourth consecutive day. As a pleasant change, today’s journey consumed merely half a day, the army approaching Starmuth while the sun remained near its apex.

      Trey Garvin rode near the vanguard with only a handful of horses in front of his own. At the fore was the standard bearer, a one-armed man who proudly displayed the flag of Farrowen. The sea breeze caused the dark blue flag to ripple, the white lightning bolts emblazoned on it shimmering in the sunlight.

      Just behind the standard bearer was Captain Henton, the man in charge of the army. His two lieutenants rode to each side. All three wore silver armor, their helmets adorned with a dark blue crest.

      Next came Garvin, among the few wearing the dark blue cape of the Midnight Guard. His compatriots, five men whom he trusted, rode with him, while the remainder of the army trailed behind – twelve hundred cavalry, thirty-eight hundred infantry, and over fifty wizards riding in carriages. A wagon train carrying supplies brought up the rear.

      As Garvin crested a hilltop, the city of Starmuth came into view, barely visible above the trees. The white haze of sea spray lay over the harbor, obscuring anything beyond. A downslope followed, the trees once again blocking the view. As he had numerous times over the past few days, he set his mind to the task of capturing the city. Having wizards in the army expanded the tactical options, a subject he, Henton, and the other lieutenants had discussed at length. More than once, they had brought Palkan Forca into the discussions to better understand how they might leverage the wizards. Unfortunately, few had trained for battle, and not one of the wizards had ever actually participated in a duel, let alone full combat.

      The surrounding forest thinned until it reached a rolling field outside the city. Enemy soldiers waited, two thousand strong, armed and ready.

      Henton called a halt, drawing his steed to a stop, others following suit. Garvin’s horse settled beside the captain’s.

      “So much for surprise,” Henton said as he removed his helmet.

      “Moving an army without attracting attention is a complex task,” Garvin said. “Garrisons exist beside border cities for a reason.”

      “True,” Henton replied. “I see two white tents with Ghealdan flags. Do you think Charcoan is among them?”

      Garvin considered the idea and what he knew of the high wizard. “The man is reputed to be fierce, perhaps the third most capable wizard in Ghealdor…behind Taladain and his son. With Taladain dead, Charcoan may see this as an opportunity.”

      “I agree.” Henton wiped his brow. “I have thought about your proposal. Given the welcome waiting for us, diplomacy might be the most expeditious approach.”

      Garvin felt relieved. Based on Henton’s initial reaction to the idea, he had been unsure. “If this works, we can advance to Fastella sooner and without losing any soldiers.”

      Henton turned toward his lieutenants. “Walker, Joplin.”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Ride to the rear of our force and tell the army to make way. I want carriages brought to the front.”

      The two men spun and rode back along the line, shouting orders to move aside, the sergeants of each regiment repeating the orders.

      While he waited, Garvin surveyed the area.

      Stakes had been cut and buried in the ground, the pointed tips jutting up at an angle. They stood halfway between the opposing army and where Garvin waited. It was a classic precaution taken to discourage cavalry attacks.

      Ranks of enemy infantry stood ready, staring toward Garvin and the force behind him. Among the Ghealdan ranks, archers waited with bows in hand, ready to rain arrows should any attack come. Toward the rear, not far from the two white pavilions, a Ghealdan captain, a purple plume on his helmet, sat on his horse, surrounded by cavalry. The sight screamed of a tension ready to break should the Farrowen force show aggression.

      The rumble of carriages coming from behind drew Garvin’s attention. He turned and saw the first carriage drawing near, followed by many more. The lead carriage stopped, four wizards stepping out.

      Palkan Forca was the tallest of the lot, his green eyes measuring others as if they were opponents. Sihn Kurden stood beside Forca, his opposite in every way. Thick of body with chubby cheeks and no neck, Kurden’s beady, dark eyes flicked about like those of a mouse. His black bangs were trimmed in a straight line, the top of his head bald. Parwick Durr was the oldest, his wispy hair as white as his long beard. He moved slowly and leaned on a cane. However, his eyes were alight and focused. The last man was the youngest, not more than Garvin’s own thirty-four years. Dermont Carlisle was reputed to be among the most skilled wizards in the guild. Standing an inch shorter than Forca, he had similar hair, beard, and eyes, others often mistaking him for Palkan’s younger brother. Ironically, many suspected he would soon challenge Forca for the right to lead the guild. Garvin wondered if the man would attempt to leverage the campaign against Ghealdor as a platform for bigger things.

      “What is this about?” the leader of the Farrowen Wizards Guild demanded as he strode toward Henton’s horse.

      “This is about opportunity, Forca.”

      “I see an army waiting.” Forca stared toward the field. “I hope you aren’t suggesting we wizards attack them on our own.”

      Henton chuckled. “While that would be a thing to witness, what I require is something far less aggressive.”

      A silence fell over the group, the four wizards staring at Henton, him glaring back with his hand resting on the pommel of his sword. Garvin had suggested Henton handle the wizards with a firm hand. They were too used to others bending to their will and would overrun his command if given the leeway.

      “What is it you need, Captain?” Carlisle asked.

      Forca gave Carlisle a glare, which Henton ignored.

      “When we discussed the types of magic you might use to assist the army, you mentioned the ability to create a shield against physical harm.”

      “Yes,” Forca replied.

      “These shields… How large can you make them?”

      “Depends on the wizard, for some are more talented than others.”

      “Can each of you create one large enough to protect a man and a horse?”

      The man’s eyes narrowed and he nodded. “Yes. For a short time.”

      “Good. Get on.”

      “What?”

      “You will ride with me. You other three, join Garvin and my lieutenants. Once you are in the saddle, form a shield and we will advance.”

      “What are you up to, Henton?” Forca asked while approaching the captain’s horse.

      “I am going to try diplomacy.”

      Carlisle climbed up and settled behind Garvin, who was thankful he avoided having to ride with Kurden. His saddle was only so big.

      “What of the other wizards?” Forca asked as he faced the other carriages, many of which had heads poking out the windows in curiosity.

      “I want every one of them to hold their power when my bearer raises his flag.”

      “And do what?”

      “You can sense another wizard drawing magic, correct?”

      “Yes. I told you as much just a few days ago.”

      “Precisely.”

      Henton urged his horse into motion and rode back toward the other carriages, shouting orders to those sitting inside them. Moments later, he returned, his horse settling.

      “Create your shields now. Hold them in place, and be sure to protect your horse, as well. An arrow or blade to your horse won’t end well for you.”

      The wizards each held their hands out, palms flat, arms weaving about. Finally, each man announced his was ready. Henton urged his horse into a trot. The two lieutenants followed, Garvin at the rear.

      The procession rode through the gap in the wall of stakes and approached the waiting army. Thousands of eyes watched their approach, the field falling eerily quiet. None attacked.

      As they drew near, the flap of one tent parted and a man emerged.

      Unlike many high wizards who wore the colors of their wizardom, Charcoan Kayal was dressed in black, even his sash. The man’s bald head was covered in elaborate tattoos, curling down below his dark eyes. With a heavy brow and face marked by a permanent scowl, he struck a frightening image.

      This is a true wizard, Garvin thought.

      Charcoan stood still with an armed guard to either side of him, waiting. The Ghealdan captain on horseback rode over to join Charcoan and dismounted. Henton slowed as he drew near, the other three horses settling to his side.

      “Greetings, High Wizard. My name is Nik Henton, Captain of the Farrowen Army before you.”

      “Why do you threaten my city?” The man glanced toward the army. “And with wizards among your ranks.”

      Henton held his hands out. “I am not here to threaten, Charcoan. I am here to claim Starmuth in the name of Lord Malvorian. The city will join the great Wizardom of Farrowen.”

      Charcoan’s scowl deepened. “What good will taking Starmuth do for Malvorian? When the next Darkening comes, a new lord will be crowned and the prayers of Starmuth will feed the wizard lord of Ghealdor.”

      Henton chuckled. “You intend to lay claim to the throne.” It was a statement, not a question.

      “I might. Eldalain is formidable, but he is no wizard lord. Not yet anyway.”

      “Yet if you face him and lose, death is your only reward.”

      Charcoan grimaced. “Yes, there is risk. Such is the price of ambition.”

      “Perhaps there is another path to power, one involving far less risk,” Henton suggested.

      Charcoan’s eyes narrowed. “What do you propose?”

      “Lord Malvorian has discovered a means to claim the Towers of Devotion from another wizardom, making the prayers of each city his own. With this knowledge, the backing of the Thundercorps, and the assistance of the Farrowen Wizards Guild, he intends to claim all of Ghealdor. There is already a vacancy in Fastella, a massive palace lacking a high wizard to run the city. True, I cannot offer you the position of wizard lord and the power of a god, but there will soon be only one man among the eight wizardoms with such power. All others must contend for what remains.” Henton extended a hand. “Join us and become High Wizard of Fastella. The office would be yours should you help us capture the city.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A cluster of soldiers and wizards stood in the square, all staring up at the obelisk in the center. It felt odd to see the light at the top now dormant. Almost two weeks had passed since it last burned with violet flames. Garvin had been in the city when the light died, marking the end of Lord Taladain’s rule. Afterward, an undercurrent of fear and doubt had captured the city for the first few days, but life continued, and as it did, the grind of daily tasks soon buried such worries. Those concerns fell to wizards like Charcoan.

      “It cannot be done,” Forca said, still staring up at the obelisk.

      “Perhaps if we work together,” Dermont Carlisle suggested.

      Forca glared at the man. “How would we accomplish that? Have you ever woven physical manipulation constructs with another wizard?”

      “Well, no. However, the theory taught at the University states the–”

      “We are not discussing theories, Carlisle. This is reality, and the reality is none of us can lift a man so high.”

      Charcoan grunted. “I can.”

      Forca arched a brow. “You can lift a grown man two hundred feet up?”

      “Well, no. But I could lift the gem itself that high.”

      “How would you place it? How would you remove the old gem?”

      Charcoan shrugged. “In truth, those things require much finesse and would be impossible from so far away.”

      “Exactly.”

      Garvin had listened to the wizards argue for a solid ten minutes but had remained quiet the entire time, thinking.

      “Like I suggested,” Henton said, “we construct a scaffold.”

      Forca shook his head. “That would take days. We are to be in Fastella as soon as possible.”

      “What about a rope?”

      Everyone turned toward Garvin.

      “How would that work?” Forca asked.

      “Charcoan…” Garvin looked at the man. “You mentioned being able to lift the gem to the top of the obelisk. Could you lift a rope that high?

      The wizard gazed up at the obelisk with narrowed eyes. “I believe so.”

      “If we tied a loop to one end of the rope and you hooked it over the peak, I could climb to the top.”

      Forca arched a brow. “You can climb a two-hundred-foot rope?”

      “I can.”

      “What if you slip?”

      “I won’t.” Garvin did his best to sound confident while images of his body splattered on the square flashed before his eyes.

      “It might work,” Henton said. “What do you say, Charcoan? Are you ready for your first act as High Wizard of Fastella?”

      A brief moment of silence followed before Charcoan turned and shouted, “Pilson!”

      A man in Ghealdan armor emerged from the crowd. “Yes, sir?”

      “Get us rope, over two hundred feet. It needs to be strong enough to hold a man and no more. Too much weight will be problematic.”

      With a salute, the man spun and darted off through the crowd.

      While they waited, Garvin walked around the obelisk, examining it from each side. The monolith was four strides across at the base and constructed of pale, stone blocks. The northeast face was more worn than the other sides, the stone pitted and rough. It would be his best choice. In addition, it was covered in shadow, the late afternoon sun to the west. With a sigh and a belly filled with resolve, Garvin began to undress.

      His bracers came off first, followed by his chest plates. He unbuckled his leather cuirass and pulled it free, leaving him wearing just a light tunic. The riding boots came off next, followed by his leather leggings. When done, he stood there wearing nothing but his smallclothes. He then walked over to his horse and began to dig through a saddlebag.

      Pilson reappeared, cutting his path through the crowd surrounding the wizards and soldiers. Garvin expected more would gather once they saw a man climbing the obelisk. He was likely the first to attempt the feat, and the structure had stood for many centuries. If successful, he would become a local legend. If he died, his legacy would be quite different.

      “I tied three ropes together, sir.” Pilson held a thick coil in his arms. “The combined length approaches two hundred fifty feet.”

      “Very good.” Charcoan gestured toward Garvin, who walked back with a pack over his shoulder. “Give it to the lieutenant. He can secure his own knot. It’s his life that will be forfeit should he do so poorly.”

      Garvin accepted the rope. It was an inch thick and heavy. He hoped Charcoan could lift it as he had boasted. Years in the army had taught Garvin many things, some more practical than others. Among them was how to make a noose. Twice, he had made them for men who deserved to wear one. Another time, he had been forced to make one for a woman. Seven years later, nightmares of her swinging body continued to resurface. In those twisted dreams, she would stare at him, judging, condemning. Such was the life of a soldier.

      With the noose ready, he handed it to Charcoan. “Eastern face. Hook it over the top. I’ll do the rest.”

      The wizard turned toward the pillar and set the noose in its shadow, the coil of rope beside it. He then focused on the rope with palms extended toward it, his face etched in concentration.

      The rope began to rise, the man twisting his palm while raising his hand. Up and up the rope climbed, reminding Garvin of a giant ashertine, a poisonous yellow snake found in the jungles of Kyranni. Twice, he had lost fellow soldiers to those snakes. Many more times, he had lost companions to other, far worse horrors found in the neighboring Fractured Lands.

      As the noose neared the top, the rope began to shake, quivering and wavering in the wind. Beads of sweat ran down Charcoan’s bald head, across each temple, down the bridge of his nose, the man gritting his teeth and shaking as if lifting a tremendous weight.

      As the noose neared the top, Charcoan thrust his palm up, the rope lurching toward the top of the obelisk. The noose slipped over the tip and the rope dropped against the side, swaying limply.

      Charcoan exhaled and knelt on one knee, panting from exertion. Clearly, the effort had pushed the man to the edge of his capabilities. Garvin knew little of magic and what was possible, but he had seen enough to know few wizards outside of a wizard lord could accomplish the task.

      The high wizard glanced toward Garvin. “The rope is in place. The rest is up to you.”

      Resigned to the challenge, Garvin sat and pulled out leather slippers, sliding one on each foot. Gloves, also leather, followed. When finished, only the gem remained in the bag. He stood, gripped the rope, and began to climb, bracing his feet against the stone obelisk

      Step by step, hand over hand, he rose, his arms pulling while his feet sought any edge possible. Soon, the surrounding buildings became rooftops, the rooftops slowly giving way to open air. The breeze from the sea grew harder and harder, the gusts cooling him while also threatening to shake him loose. Still, he refused to look down. There was no point. He knew a fall would kill him. There was no need to add fear to the knot in his stomach.

      Twice, his feet slipped, and he slammed against the pillar, dangling as he fought to gain a new foothold. Each time, his grip remained strong. Two decades of training with a sword had given him exceptional hand strength. Again, it was the difference between life and death.

      Finally, he reached the angled top. Three feet below the tip was an opening. Inside, a purple amethyst waited, dull and dormant. The gem was cut into an octahedron, the same size and shape as the one in Garvin’s bag.

      Carefully, he wrapped the rope about his leg and secured it to the bottom of his foot, allowing him to place his weight against it, relieving his hands. He then reached into the opening and gripped the gem. It held fast. He hit it a few times with the side of his fist until he felt it rattle. With the next attempt, the gem came free in his grip.

      Moving with care, he withdrew his arm, the light of the blue sky reflecting off each polished facet of the gem. He slid it into his pack and removed the one Despaldi had given him. It was identical except for the color – the sapphire a deep, rich blue. Extending his arm, he reached into the opening and placed the gem into the slot. There was a click, followed by a vibration. Garvin yanked his hand back as the gem came to life, shining with an azure light.

      “It works,” Garvin said in awe. “Starmuth is ours.”

      Devotion would resume that evening, the first time since Taladain died. When it did, the prayers of Starmuth would feed the throne of Farrowen, augmenting Malvorian’s power.
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            The Cost of Caring

          

        

      

    

    
      Jace had to admit the carriage ride from Shear to Marquithe was pleasant. While not as fast as a horse, it provided far more comfort and was a fair stretch better than walking. Stealing a carriage would have been difficult and would have required finding a driver, so he chose a more pragmatic route instead, finding a carriage owner who needed a job and promising to pay the man once they reached Marquithe. Of course, the driver had been doubtful, so Jace gave him his amulet as collateral. Little did the man know its true worth.

      For two days, Jace, Narine, and Adyn rode in the carriage, sharing sporadic conversations about this and that. He managed to learn much about Narine during the ride and had shared more about himself than he could recall ever doing before. She expressed sympathy when he told her of his mother’s death and how he’d been forced to survive on his own. No easy feat for a nine-year-old. To his surprise, he discovered it felt good to share his memories, both the good and the bad.

      Not all their conversations were so deep. Some were humorous, some insightful, some exciting. Even Adyn shared a few, many of which included Narine. Jace learned the bodyguard had been orphaned at eight and brought to the castle by her aunt, Narine’s nursemaid, when the princess was just five years old. Adyn was allowed to live at the palace as long as she had a role. So the girl began training in combat, accompanying the princess everywhere she went. A female bodyguard was exceptionally rare, but it appeared to suit Adyn. The tale left Jace wondering if she ever wished for a life of her own. He valued his independence and was revolted by the idea of someone dictating his future.

      The sun was nearing the horizon when the carriage reached the great city built on a hilltop. Just before reaching the gate, Jace leaned out the window and shouted to the driver.

      “Turn left at the square. Take Jewel Street to the Blue Hen Tavern.”

      He sat back and noticed Narine staring at him with an arched brow.

      “What?” he asked.

      “We’ve just arrived in the city and your first stop is a tavern? Can you not wait until we find a place to stay before you begin drinking?”

      “My apartment happens to be above the tavern.”

      Narine furrowed her brows. “Hmm…”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Well, I hadn’t considered where Adyn and I would stay while in Marquithe. We are out of coin and have no means of acquiring more.” She had a contemplative expression on her face. “I could appeal to the Wizards Guild for support, I suppose.”

      “I have enough room if you need a place to stay for a day or two.”

      “In your apartment? Above a tavern?” Narine appeared doubtful. “Is this another–”

      “Thank you for the offer,” Adyn said abruptly, glaring at Narine. “We accept.”

      Narine clamped her mouth shut, yet still appeared unsure.

      The carriage soon stopped, and Jace climbed out. Adyn followed, helping Narine, while Jace approached the driver.

      “Remain here. I will be right back with your coin.” He turned toward Narine. “Go inside and tell Frella you are with me. She will feed you.”

      “This woman is going to just take me on my word?”

      He grinned. “Say ‘He’ll pay you next week. He promises.’ You do that, and she’ll know it’s me.”

      He hurried around the corner, entered the alley, and almost tripped over someone on the ground.

      “Sorry, Urlan,” Jace said to the homeless man.

      “Ah… Is no problem, Jace.” Urlan waved from his sitting position against the wall, an empty brandy bottle lying beside him.

      Continuing down the alley, Jace walked beneath clotheslines strung between the two buildings, the lines sagging with damp clothing. Two running steps and a leap allowed him to catch the end of a broken line hanging from his own building. Hand over hand, he climbed the line. Once high enough, he braced his feet against the wall and pushed, scrambling to a second story window, hooking his feet on a ledge to keep from swinging outward. Gripping the rope with one hand, he drew his knife and slipped it between the upper and lower pane, flipping the latch open before sheathing the blade again. He lifted the window and stuck a leg in before releasing the rope.

      His living room appeared just as he had left it – clean, organized, and empty save for furniture. He slid in, careful to step to the side rather than on the open bear trap beneath the window. He then went from room to room, disarming the other traps he had left for unwary thieves – the one in his bedroom, the one in the spare bedroom, the one in front of the apartment door. He imagined Narine attempting to enter the apartment via the clothesline. The image spurred a grin and a chuckle.

      In the living room, he approached the fireplace and gripped a gray block that appeared no different from any other. The stone came loose to reveal a dark recess behind it. He pulled the coin purse from the hiding place and replaced the stone. Opening the purse, he counted out three gold pieces, four silver, and a dozen coppers. Gripping the silver pieces and a few coppers, he pocketed the purse and hurried out the back door, locking it before descending the stairs to the alley. He returned to the carriage and exchanged one silver and two coppers for the amulet before bidding the man farewell. The carriage continued down the busy street as Jace turned toward the tavern entrance.

      The Blue Hen hadn’t changed. It never did, which was among its charms. Dark and quiet, there were only three occupied tables and two patrons sitting at the bar. For a midafternoon, the place was busy, but Jace knew it would become far busier when night claimed the city. He spotted Frella emerging from the kitchen with two steaming bowls of chicken soup. He met her beside the table where Narine and Adyn sat.

      “Good day, Frella,” Jace said.

      “Don’t Good day me, Jerrell. You owe me rent.” She placed the bowls onto the table.

      With his hand against his chest, Jace did his best to appear wounded. “Is that all I am to you, Frella? A tenant, nothing more?”

      The woman smiled. “You know better than that.” She held her arms wide, and he embraced her. When she released him, she scrutinized his face. “You need to shave. A bath wouldn’t hurt, either.”

      “I’ll work on it.” He cocked his head. “Did you miss me?”

      “Perhaps.” She shrugged. “You come and go so often I’ve grown used to it.”

      He held his hand out, three silvers sitting on his palm. “My gift to you.”

      She snorted, scooping up the coins. “It’s not a gift when you owe someone, Jerrell. Why three?”

      “I’m paying ahead.” He gave the woman the rest of his coppers before gesturing toward Narine and Adyn. “It’ll also cover their meals. The soup smells wonderful.”

      “I’ll get you a bowl and an ale,” Frella said.

      “Make it two ales,” Adyn said.

      Frella looked at Narine. “What about you?”

      “Do you have any tea?”

      The woman snorted and spun on her heel. “Three ales, coming up.”

      Jace chuckled as he sat across from Narine. “Tea. She thinks you were making a joke.”

      Narine nodded slowly. “I see. So the options here are ale and…”

      A shrug was Jace’s response.

      Frella returned with the soup and ale. The three of them ate in silence. Jace then downed his ale and stood, rubbing his stomach.

      “I need to see a man about a contract. Let me show you to my room so I can be off.”

      He led them outside and down the alley to the back stairwell. “Careful,” he said while climbing the stairs. “Whatever you do, don’t step on the third stair from the top.”

      “Why not?” Narine asked.

      “The step is loose. Extremely loose.”

      “Why not fix it?”

      He stopped at the top, looking down at her standing one stair below the loose one. “I prefer to leave it as a deterrent for unwanted guests.”

      Narine leaned over the edge and looked down. “Someone could get hurt or killed.”

      “I know. Just step over it and you’ll be fine. Oh, and don’t lean on the outer railing.” He turned toward the door and fished his key from an inside coat pocket.

      Opening the door, Jace stepped aside to allow the two women past him. Before Narine could enter, Adyn gripped the princess’ shoulder, stopping her.

      “I go first.”

      With a sigh, Narine waved her past.

      The bodyguard entered, her head on a swivel. She stopped and eyed the rack of crossbows aimed at the door, arching a brow. “What’s this?”

      Jace shrugged. “Just a welcome present for any visitors while I am away. Don’t worry. I disconnected the trigger mechanism.”

      Apparently accepting his explanation, she waved Narine in. “Looks safe. In fact, this is a nice place.”

      Narine stepped inside and looked around while Jace closed the door. He turned to find her meandering across the room, touching a chair, running her finger along the sofa, then stopping to look at the small kitchen and table at the far end.

      “I know it’s not much,” Jace said, “but it suits me well enough.” He reached over and activated the enchanted lamp, bringing a blue nimbus of light to the room.

      “This is much nicer than I expected,” Narine said, turning toward him. “Did you steal all of this?”

      He chuckled. “Hardly. Outside of coin, I rarely keep things I steal. If you aren’t caught possessing a stolen item, you can’t very well be arrested for stealing it.”

      She nodded. “True.”

      He walked down the corridor, stopping beside the first door. “If you wish to wash, there is a tub and soap in here. I paid dearly to install a pump in this room. The water is from the springs beneath the city. It’s cold, but it’ll clean you just the same.”

      Adyn peered into the room and nodded. “A bath is just the thing I need.” She grinned. “Narine may need to take two after the climb in Shear.”

      Narine stopped beside Adyn, her eyes flicking toward Jace. “It’s not as if I can help it. Some of us perspire more than others.”

      “While I would truly enjoy bathing with you ladies, I need to see a man about some gold.” He walked past the women and paused, looking back. “The room at the end is mine. One of you can sleep on the sofa, the other in the chair…unless someone wants to sleep with me.” He grinned hopefully.

      Narine gave him a flat look. “While depraved, you are persistent.”

      He shrugged. “What can I say? I am an overachiever.”

      Jace stepped outside, locked the door, and hurried down the stairs. When he reached the alley, he realized Urlan was gone. He must have left to beg at the square, Jace thought. That nasty brandy he drinks is cheap but not free.

      His hand went to his chest, feeling the amulet beneath his tunic. With it and the death of Taladain, he was due two hundred fifty gold. A grin spread across his face as he imagined what he could do with such wealth.
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      Jace unlocked the door, opened it, and slammed it closed, causing Narine to jump from her seat on the sofa.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “I am being worked over,” Jace grumbled.

      “Worked over?” Adyn frowned.

      “The man who hired me to get this…” He held the amulet in his fist, shaking it in anger, “can’t be found and hasn’t been seen in over a week.”

      “You fear something happened to him?” Narine asked.

      “By the gods, I hope not. I just figured he was in hiding because the situation had grown dangerous. If something has happened to him, I’ll never see payment.”

      He then noticed Narine’s hair was wet and she wore the blue dress he had purchased in Shear. The dress matched her eyes, making them pop even in the dimly lit room.

      “What will you do?” she asked.

      Jace sighed. “In this case, I guess I’ll try to track him down. However, I’ve tried in the past, and he has been frustratingly elusive.”

      “What’s this man’s name?”

      “The Whispering Man.”

      “His name is The Whispering Man?”

      Waving his hands in frustration, Jace said, “Of course not. It’s just the name he uses to hide his true identity.”

      He began to pace, considering his next step, when a crack sounded outside, followed by a cry. Jace ran to the door, yanked it open, and stepped onto the landing.

      Urlan lay on the alley below, writhing in pain. The upper portion of the railing and third step from the top were missing, and broken boards lay beside the beggar.

      Narine stopped beside Jace and carefully leaned over the rail. “He’s hurt. We should help him.” She turned toward the stairs.

      Jace gripped her shoulder, stopping her, while calling down to the homeless man. “What were you doing up here, Urlan?”

      “I was…” He groaned. “I was sent to give you a message.”

      “A message from who?”

      Narine elbowed Jace. “Whom.”

      “What?” He looked at her with a furrowed brow.

      “The proper way to say it is whom, not who.”

      He looked at Adyn. “Is she serious?”

      Adyn snorted. “Unfortunately, yes.”

      Shaking his head, Jace shouted down, “A message from whom?”

      “From The Whispering Man.”

      Excited, Jace darted down the stairs, slowing as he reached Urlan’s side. The man clutched his leg, hidden beneath baggy, tattered trousers slick with blood.

      “What is the message?” Jace asked.

      Through a clenched jaw, Urlan said, “You are to meet him at the palace. Tonight. After Devotion.”

      “The palace?” he asked as Narine and Adyn reached them.

      “Yes. Just tell the guards he sent you. They will escort you to him.”

      Blinking, Jace considered the message and the man’s presence at the palace. Things began to click into place.

      I now know how he rose so swiftly and uncontested.

      Narine knelt beside Urlan and pulled his pant leg up. The man’s leg was broken, a shin bone piercing the skin. “I need to heal him or he may never walk again.”

      “You do realize he is a homeless drunk,” Jace said.

      The princess looked up at him with a fiery glare. “Does that make him less human?” she snapped. “Perhaps there are reasons behind his condition. Have you ever asked him?”

      Jace blinked at the heat of her response. “I guess not.”

      “If you have no further objections, I will heal him.”

      “Yes. Of course.” He shrugged, still unsure why it was so important to her.

      “You must help me reset the bone first.”

      “Me? I thought you were healing him.”

      “I am not quite so skilled. It is much more difficult to heal a wound where body parts are not aligned, and don’t even get me started with how difficult it is to repair internal injuries.”

      “Fine,” he sighed. “What should I do?”

      “Pull on his ankle while I press the bone back into place.”

      “What?” Urlan exclaimed in panic.

      “Adyn, hold him down,” Narine said.

      The bodyguard put her hands on the man’s chest, pushing him to the ground.

      Narine nodded toward Jace. “Pull.”

      Jace did as she asked, pulling on the man’s ankle while she pushed on the bone. Urlan screamed as the bone snapped into place. The man lay panting, whimpering, and covered in sweat.

      Narine’s gaze became distant as she held her open hand above Urlan’s leg. Jace felt a chill, his hair standing on end as it did any time he was near someone performing magic. Before his eyes, the man’s torn tissue wove back together, leaving nothing but dried blood as a reminder of the injury. Urlan screamed again, then passed out.

      “It is done.” Narine wearily rose to her feet and wiped her brow.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yes. It just requires much effort.”

      Without a word, Jace turned and walked back to the stairwell, climbing it while lost in contemplation. He stepped over the missing stair, thinking he needed to find another board to replace it before his mind returned to the looming problem. Returning to his apartment, he settled on the chair and stared at the fireplace.

      For some time, he had suspected The Whispering Man was a wizard. The man requesting they meet at the palace reaffirmed the notion, yet added another layer of concern. Any wizard at the palace would be highly connected and could be working for Malvorian himself.

      Why would a wizard pay such a sum to kill the wizard lord of another nation? The conclusion left him cold.

      He blinked and noticed Narine and Adyn sitting on the sofa, the two women staring at him in concern. How long have they been sitting there?

      “Are you all right?” Narine asked.

      “I hate to ask this, but I…” He struggled for the words.

      The princess reached out and put her hand on his. “Yes, Jace?”

      “I wish to ask a favor. A real one.”

      “Anything,” Narine said without hesitation. “I owe you so much at this point and would prefer to begin paying back my debts before they get beyond my control.”

      The thought of making a crass request crossed his mind but was chased away by worry. “Will you please accompany me to the palace? Meeting this man on uneven ground would place me at a disadvantage, and I fear what that entails. Worse, it feels like a trap.”

      Sighing, Narine sat back and glanced at Adyn, who gave a firm nod. “It will be dangerous for me, as well, but you have risked much to get me this far.” She nodded resolutely. “I will do it.”

      He felt relieved, yet also worried. In the past, his preference to work alone was driven by the fear that someone else’s blunder would lead to failure or even his own demise. He was now met with a fear he had never before considered.

      Please, don’t allow anything to happen to her because of me.
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      Time had passed, undoubtedly, but while locked in an internal battle between his people’s beliefs and the immoral nature of his needs, Rawk had lost awareness of such things. From the moment the cell door had closed, he had done nothing but hum, his eyes clenched, hands over his ears, body rocking back and forth. In such a state, he didn’t hear Rhoa’s call until it became a shout.

      Lowering his hands, he asked, “Rhoa?”

      “Yes,” came her muffled voice. “Are you all right?”

      “I…” Am twisted. Disgusting. Corrupted. “I don’t know.”

      “The guard… He has fallen asleep. I believe it is late. Perhaps the middle of the night.”

      Rawk was unsure. The song continued, flooding his mind and clouding his thoughts.

      “Can you use your, um…magic?” She sounded hopeful. “Can you get us out?”

      Blinking at the thought, Rawk put his hand on the wall between them. It would be easy. Beyond Rhoa’s cell, he sensed Salvon in another. Beyond that, a corridor. His breath caught as he considered answering the siren’s call.

      I mustn’t, he told himself.

      Another part of him said, You must save Rhoa and Salvon. When you do, you can lead them to the cave. It is for your friends. All will be well.

      He knew better. The song continued to beckon.

      “Stand back,” he said, digging his fingers into the stone.

      Willing the rock to give, to separate, to crumble, he dug handfuls of stone out and tossed them aside. In moments, his hand broke through into Rhoa’s cell. A few breaths later, a section of the wall broke free. He stepped through and looked at her.

      Rhoa’s vision was not as good as his, so she stared into space a step to his side, appearing as fierce, brave, and beautiful, as always.

      “That was quick,” she said. “Let’s free Salvon and get out of here.”

      “The best route is beyond his cell. Follow me once I break through.”

      “I will.” Rhoa put her hand on Rawk’s shoulder, her tone softening. “I am here for you, Rawk. Remember, I am your friend. If something is wrong, you can tell me.”

      I am infected and impure, he screamed in his head. “I’m fine. Now, stand aside. I don’t wish to hurt you while I fashion the opening.”

      She did as requested, and he turned to the wall. The stone was smooth and cold beneath his palms, but he felt every striation, each fissure ready to be exploited. The stone submitted to his will, as it always did. In moments, he had crafted an opening.

      “Salvon?” he said.

      “Yes. I am here.” The man’s voice came from near the cell door.

      “Stay where you are.”

      Without waiting, Rawk formed a crack below the hole, shaping the door before pushing it into the opposing cell, the rock crashing to the dirt floor.

      “What was that?” the guard exclaimed from outside the cell.

      “He is awake,” Rhoa whispered in alarm.

      “I have an idea,” Salvon said. “Rhoa, remain in your cell for a moment.” In a weak voice, he cried out, “Help! A block from the ceiling fell in. I can’t move my legs.” Salvon then turned to Rawk and lowered his voice. “Pick up a stone, hide in the corner near the door, and bash him over the head when he enters.”

      Rawk did as the old man asked, using both hands to lift a big chunk of stone while Rhoa hid in her own cell. He pressed his back against the front corner of the cell, just beside the doorway. The sound of a key sliding into the lock had his heart pounding. It clicked, and the door swung open. Light bled into the cell, revealing Salvon in the far corner, his legs seemingly covered by a big section of stone. Salvon put on a convincing act, groaning and writhing in pain.

      The jailor stepped into the cell. “What in the name of Farrow?”

      The man was tall, and Rawk had to jump to reach his head. Doing so with an overhead swing, the stone struck with a crack. The man fell to his knees and forward, landing face-first on the floor.

      Salvon chuckled. “Nice strike, Rawk.” Lifting his cloak, Salvon revealed his legs tucked beneath him as he kneeled. The old man rose to his feet while Rhoa stepped in and looked down at the jailor.

      “Let’s get our things and get out of here,” she said

      Rhoa and Salvon exited the cell, hurrying to the shelf where their things were stored. Rawk stopped outside the cell, staring into space, drawn to the song. He knew the others could not hear it. Even among his own kind, only one other had heard the song. That man had been exiled five years before Rawk for the same reason.

      “What of the amulet?” Salvon asked.

      “Despaldi still has the amulet. It was the fake anyway, so we leave it,” Rhoa replied.

      Unable to resist, Rawk stepped into the dark corridor, facing the opposite way they had entered. “We go that way.”

      “Are you sure?” Rhoa asked while strapping a sheath to her thigh. “We entered from the other direction.”

      “Yes.” Why did you lie? She is your friend. He knew why. The song. “I can feel it.”

      With his lute strapped to one shoulder and his pack over the other, Salvon nodded. “Lead the way, Rawk. We trust you.”

      Why did he have to say that? The pang of guilt was washed away by the melody drawing him forward.

      “Come along.” Rawk headed down the corridor, beyond the halo of light from the dungeon room.

      Soon, all light fell away, leaving it dark enough for Rawk to remove his tinted spectacles again. The song filling his ears, he could barely hear Rhoa and Salvon following just a pace behind. They passed closed doors, which Rawk ignored. Eventually, the corridor ended at a stairwell to one side. The hint of light from above was visible at the landing. Rawk turned from the stairwell, placed his palms against the wall, and closed his eyes. Beyond, he sensed an open space not more than five feet away.

      “Rawk, what are you doing?” Rhoa asked in a hushed voice.

      “There is another way,” he said, fingers digging into the wall before he realized what he was doing.

      A fervor overcame him, driven by the need to follow the song. The fissures in the stone became chasms; the fractures, canyons; the boulders, pebbles. In mere minutes, his hand broke through the other side. He carved the last section into a large oval and pushed it forward, the rock tumbling into a cavern. Without looking back, he stepped in and examined his surroundings.

      It was natural in formation, domed with stalactites above, stalagmites below. Pools of water dotted the floor, and calcium deposits sparkled in the dim light coming from the far side.

      Salvon climbed from the tunnel Rawk had carved and looked around. “If we survive, this will make a wonderful story.”

      Rhoa climbed from the tunnel and dusted herself off. “How did you know this was here?”

      “I could…sense it,” Rawk mumbled.

      “Is there a way out?”

      “Yes.” He pointed toward the source of the song. “This way.”

      “Can you do anything to the tunnel you created so the guards cannot follow?”

      Nodding, Rawk turned and placed his hands on the wall above the entrance he had carved. Extending his awareness, he found the cracks in the stone and encouraged them to widen, the rock breaking apart. He backed away as the tunnel collapsed, filling with rubble and stirring up a cloud of dust.

      “It is done.” He spun and set off across the cavern, his ears abuzz with the music, drawing him forward. It felt good to give in to the urge. Resisting felt wrong, unthinkable.

      At the far end was another tunnel lit by a pale blue light. With Rawk in the lead, they followed it, rounding a bend leading to another chamber. There, Rawk stopped and gaped.

      It was a cavern so smooth it could not have been naturally formed. In the center were a workbench and a chair, each made from stone. Across the cave, on a shelf carved into the stone, two massive sapphires waited, calling to him. He crossed the room, seeing nothing else. His arms were outstretched, his heart pounding. He reached the shelf and carefully picked up one of the gems, the facets perfectly carved into a spectacular octahedron.

      “What are you doing in my chamber?” a deep voice growled.

      Rawk gasped and spun around, only to gasp again.

      Before him stood a male near his own height, his build robust, his glare stern. Beneath long, auburn hair was a strong brow and bulbous nose. His red-hued beard was braided per Ghen Aeldor fashion.

      “Uncle Algoron?” Rawk muttered, aghast.

      The elder Maker’s expression softened. “Rawkobon? What are you doing here?”
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      Rawkobon Kragmor worked in silence, shaping granite to match the image in his mind. Shards fell away as he hewed a path through the stone, leaving a three-foot thick, rounded column at the center. He smoothed the column until it was perfectly round, then he continued. A team of workers followed with shovels, scooping up debris and dumping it into carts. The men talked often, joking and making plans to meet for ales after work. Never did they include Rawkobon.

      I don’t mind, he thought. He was so excellent at lying to himself he almost believed his own rhetoric.

      His hand burst through the rock and into open air. It was no surprise. He had sensed the cavity before reaching it, no different than sensing the rock all around him. Peering through, he saw the portion of the chamber he had already completed – tall, rounded columns spread ten strides apart supporting a ceiling eighty feet high. The chamber was to be a new temple to worship Vandasal, the old one now often too full to house everyone in Ghen Aeldor.

      For centuries, this section of the mountain – pristine white granite filled with tiny metal flakes – had been reserved for something grand. It was both more fragile and more spectacular than other granite, requiring special care and the most talented of artisans to properly craft. Only the best two stone-shapers in the mountain city were allowed such a project – himself and his uncle Algoron. Oddly, Algoron had not appeared that morning. Being late was unusual, but not so much to cause alarm. But when it neared the end of the workday and he still hadn’t appeared, Rawkobon wondered if Algoron had fallen ill.

      A distant whistle sounded, the workers tossing their shovels aside and turning to leave without a word to Rawkobon. After all, who would want to be friends with Rawkobon the bald, Rawkobon the hairless, Rawkobon the freak? The last thing he heard was talk of a drinking contest at Borwick’s Cavern, one of a dozen taprooms in Ghen Aeldor. Then their voices faded down the tunnel.

      Alone, Rawkobon dug into his pocket and pulled out a dark stone half the size of his palm. He closed his eyes and extended his awareness, seeking the exact right spots to cut it. With his eyes still closed, he fumbled with the stone, feeling the edges, and pressed, willing the stone to crack. He repeated the process again and again.

      When he opened his eyes, the dull portions had fallen away, leaving a blood-red ruby. A grin crossed his face. He gripped the gem and headed down the tunnel, descended the stairwell he had crafted days earlier, and entered the completed portion of the temple.

      He walked through long tunnels, rising up two separate stairwells before he came to an intersection lit by bright light. Squinting, he eased toward the intersection, careful not to look toward the light. Of course, he had done so in the past, his curiosity unable to resist knowing what lurked in the fabled section of the city.

      He had discovered the light came from the sun, transmitted into the mountain through thick veins of quartz. The chambers, a series of massive caverns a thousand feet wide and twice the length, grew much of the fruits and vegetables that fed the dwarfs of Ghen Aeldor. While the sight was amazing, the effects were lasting, leaving Rawkobon blind to the darkness for an hour afterward.

      Farther back, beyond the vegetation-filled caverns, smaller ones held the pigs, goats, and chickens that provided the meat, milk, and eggs for his people. He had never ventured that far in, not after hearing of the odor filling those caves.

      Using his hand to block the light, he scurried past the intersection and continued toward the main city. He soon came across a bridge spanning an underground river, pausing to gaze down into the water. Fish…some eyeless, others glowing in the dark waters…milled about in search of food. Phosfish, the glowing ones, were fine to eat, but the black, eyeless fish tasted much better. They were called Sabeleye for the black, eye-like markings on their bodies. Those were poisonous to the touch, but the meat inside was among Rawkobon’s favorite meals. With a sigh, he moved on in the darkness.

      He came to another chamber overlooking a towering cavern with a gap a few hundred feet across. Terraces lined the walls of the dormant volcano, each leading to a home or business. The cavern was unique in shape, with any words spoken lingering with a melodic echo for some seconds afterward. Many of the most important dwarfs lived in the Cavern of Song, a source of pride for Rawkobon’s parents, whose terrace was on the seventh level.

      Rather than going directly to his home, Rawkobon took the stairs to the third level and knocked on the closed door. It opened to reveal a dark-haired female dwarf of roughly his own age. Of course, she stood much shorter than Rawkobon. Few Makers could match his height of five feet. With large eyes and a button nose, she looked younger than her thirty-some years. Like Rawkobon, she still lived with her parents. It was rare for anyone to establish their own household before the age of fifty. In fact, his uncle had been seventy before he left the Cavern of Memories where Rawkobon’s grandparents lived.

      “Hello, Ilsadar,” Rawkobon said, doing his best to sound confident.

      “Rawkobon.” She peered to the left and right before her brow furrowed. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to show you something. I found it today at work.”

      He reached into his pocket and retrieved the ruby, gripping it in his palm. While watching her reaction, he opened his hand. The ruby glimmered, its edges clean and crisp.

      With wide eyes, Ilsadar gasped. “It’s beautiful!” She reached for it before yanking her hand away. “You shouldn’t have it. You’ll get in trouble like your uncle.”

      He shook his head. “I only just found it and was heading to the temple to gift it.” His brow furrowed. “What do you mean I’ll get in trouble like my uncle?”

      “You haven’t heard?”

      He shook his head.

      “The Lawchief raided Algoron’s apartment this morning and placed him under arrest.”

      Worry began to claw at his insides. “Why would they do such a thing?”

      She leaned close and whispered, “I heard he was caught coveting gems. Dozens of them.”

      His heart skipped a beat, his mouth working with no words coming from it. All gems were the property of Vandasal. It was among the Maker core beliefs. Find a gem and gift it to the mountain. To do otherwise was to risk Vandasal’s wrath. If the god grew angry, the mountains would erupt, molten lava killing everyone. Only by sacrificing the gems to the river of lava deep below Ghen Aeldor could they avert such an event.

      Finally, he recovered enough to ask, “Where is he now?”

      “The Tribunal was to meet today and decide his fate. You know as well as I what is at risk. A swift decision is required to avoid Vandasal’s wrath.”

      “I must go. I can speak for him.” Rawkobon turned away.

      “Choose your words wisely, Rawkobon,” she called after him. “Or you may share his fate.”

      Distracted by his thoughts, he sprinted down the stairs, reaching the first level in a flash. He rushed toward the large opening leading to the Tribunal chamber. A crowd blocked the entrance. He twisted his shoulder between two males and pushed his way into the throng. In the chamber before him, someone spoke Algoron’s name. Driven by concern, he forged ahead, leaving a trail of curses in his wake.

      He broke through the crowd and stood at the top of a long set of stairs that doubled as seats, spreading to his left and right in an arc. Below, on a platform, stood six men. Two were guards, each standing to one side of Algoron. The other three were the leaders of Ghen Aeldor – Lawchief Honnekon, High Priest Niko-Ono, and Guild Leader Bawkobon Kragmor, Rawkobon’s father and Algoron’s brother.

      Lawchief Honnekon was speaking, Rawkobon catching him in mid-sentence. “…laws are clear and evidence is damning, leaving no question of guilt.”

      As the man stepped back, Bawkobon stepped forward. Like his brother, Algoron, Bawkobon had long, thick hair and a braided beard to match. But while Algoron had red hair, Bawkobon’s was a deep brown. Almost as tall as Rawkobon, he stood with his barrel chest out, hands clasped behind his back as he began to pace.

      “As you all know, Algoron Kragmor is my brother.” He paused and glanced at Algoron, who appeared defeated, shoulders sagging as he stared at the floor. “Or he was. As of today, I denounce him, for our laws are clear and strict in the matter of coveting. There can be no leeway, lest it open the door for others to give in to their desires for precious stones. Only Vandasal may claim such a prize, and only to Vandasal do we gift every gem we discover.

      “My former brother has put his own selfish desires above those of the clan, bringing risk to all of Ghen Aeldor. Accordingly, the tribunal has agreed to issue the harshest of sentences to Algoron.

      “Banishment.”

      A collective gasp from the crowd joined Rawkobon’s as he staggered. Unable to stop himself, he blurted, “No! He is your brother! You cannot exile him!”

      Everyone in the chamber turned toward Rawkobon, thousands of eyes staring at him, judging him, condemning him as a hairless freak. He longed to run and hide, but remained for the sake of his uncle.

      “He has admitted his guilt, son,” Bawkobon said with sorrow in his voice. “Like me, you must sever the cords connecting your heart to his. Put him out of your thoughts and go on with your life, for tomorrow, he will be outside of the mountain, never to return.”

      A heavy silence hung over the crowd as Rawkobon searched for someone to speak up, someone who might stand up for his uncle. Nobody moved.

      Defeated, his shoulders slumped, his gaze toward the floor, he turned and walked out of the chamber. This time, he did not have to push his way through the crowd, for a path opened, everyone avoiding touching Rawkobon the freak.
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      “What are you doing in my chamber?” a deep voice rumbled.

      Rhoa spun around to face a stout man standing two strides away. He was a little shorter than Rawk, with a thicker build. His hair, beard, and garb were exactly how Rhoa had pictured dwarfs from the stories Salvon had told when she was a child.

      “Uncle Algoron?” Rawk muttered, aghast.

      Rhoa spun toward him, her eyes going wide. Uncle?

      The other man replied, “Rawkobon? What are you doing here?”

      “I…” Rawk looked down at the sapphire in his hand, his face twisting. “I cannot help myself. The stone calls to me.” He began to cry.

      Algoron stepped closer and put a thick paw on Rawk’s shoulder. “You hear its song?”

      Rawk nodded, wiping his eyes with his free hand.

      Algoron sighed, reached out, and gently removed the gem from Rawk’s hand. “Come. Let us talk.”

      The man crossed the chamber and passed into another, smaller chamber. In the room were a mattress, a table, and two benches. Like the other room, shelves had been carved into the walls. The shelves were filled with boxes, crates, and bundles.

      Algoron sat at the table and set the massive sapphire before him. “Please. Sit.”

      Rhoa passed Rawk and approached the man. “My name is Rhoa. I am Rawk’s friend.”

      The man glanced at Rawk, his brow arched. “Interesting. I don’t recall you having any friends in Ghen Aeldor.”

      “He has a number of friends now,” Salvon said as he sat across from Algoron. “My name is Salvon. I am a storyteller.” He smiled at Rawk. “And Rawk is my friend, as well.”

      Rhoa sat beside Salvon. “You are a Maker.” It wasn’t a question.

      He nodded. “I am.”

      “Why are you here?”

      Algoron looked at Rawk, who stared at the blue gem on the table. “I might ask the same of you.”

      “I was exiled,” Rawk blurted.

      Leaning back, Algoron stared at him with narrowed eyes. “The song… You hear it. You were caught with gems in your possession.”

      Rawk turned away, his words coming out in a choked response. “I could not stop myself. The allure… It is too compelling.”

      Algoron stood and put his hand on Rawk’s shoulder, his tone one of understanding. “They do not understand. They thought I was mad when I tried to explain. Centuries of teachings say it is wrong, that all gems must be given to Vandasal.” He turned toward the azure stone on the table. “The compulsion calls us. It demands we heed the call.”

      Rawk did not reply, but he appeared less upset.

      Even with the tunnel collapsed behind them, Rhoa felt the need to flee, to get as far from Marquithe as possible. “We need to leave, Rawk.”

      His gaze met hers for a moment before he turned to Algoron. “Why are you down here beneath the Marquithe palace?”

      “I found someone who appreciates my abilities.” Algoron picked up the gem, twisting it while staring into the facets. “My job is to locate extraordinary sapphires for Malvorian and shape the stones into perfect octahedrons.”

      “Why?” Rhoa shook her head. “Don’t you see? You are feeding the man’s ambition.”

      Algoron laughed. “You say it as if ambition is a bad thing.”

      She grew angry. “He will bring war to the world.”

      “Yes, and with war comes change.”

      Rhoa stood and glared at the man. “You would see thousands killed for the sake of change?”

      He shook his head. “Not just any change. It will bring about a new future.”

      “Do you speak of prophecy?” Salvon asked. “You have visited Kelmar?”

      “No,” Algoron replied. “But the man who put me on this path has been there, has met with the witches. He knows things. He knew of my banishment…and my unique condition. He has set Malvorian on a path to rule the eight wizardoms. With him in control, Malvorian will help me bring a new rule to Ghen Aeldor with him as their god.”

      Rawk gasped. “You are mad.”

      “No, Rawkobon. I am enlightened. How long have the Makers hid beneath the mountain, unable to see anything of the world? Is it not time for us to return to the surface where we lived so many centuries ago?”

      Rawk looked down at the cavern floor, his gaze rising to meet Rhoa’s. “I would have never met Rhoa if I had not left Ghen Aeldor. She is my friend.” His brow furrowed in thought. “There are other wonders I have seen, as well. Perhaps it is time for the Makers to return to the surface.”

      Algoron nodded. “Yet we are taught that Vandasal requires us to remain underground, away from mankind, as if they are some sort of disease.”

      Rhoa watched Rawk, who appeared to be considering Algoron’s logic. “It might be time for your people to return to the outside world, but the price is too steep to pay. Malvorian thirsts for power and cares nothing for your people.”

      Salvon stroked his beard, speaking in a thoughtful voice, “Ancient history is filled with rulers who seek more power. Only the last few hundred years lack acts of such ambition. Perhaps Malvorian’s conquest is merely an act long overdue. Inevitable, save for when it would occur.”

      She glared at Salvon in disbelief. “How can you justify Malvorian’s actions?”

      “Think on this, Rhoa,” Salvon offered. “Wizards rule man already. Would it be so bad if one wizard ruled over all the wizardoms? The people of Farrowen appear well-treated, their economy thriving. Even with the Immolation ceremony, Farrowen exclusively chooses from among condemned criminals, which is far better than the lottery that took your parents.”

      Mentioning her parents struck a chord. A shift in rule that would eliminate the lottery would be a gift to Ghealdans. Rhoa considered what she had seen of Marquithe and the rest of Farrowen, not recalling a law or situation that was worse than the other wizardoms she had visited. Why should I care if the other wizard lords are overthrown? There was one element to the scheme she could not resolve, though.

      “What of those who would die in the struggle?” she asked. “How many innocents must pay for one man’s power?”

      Salvon nodded. “I understand your concern, but sometimes people die so others might enjoy a better future.”

      She shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t believe you are siding with him, Salvon.”

      The old man stood and put his hands on her shoulders. “I am not saying it is right, Rhoa. I am merely stating facts.”

      Rhoa released a sigh, her anger deflating with it. “I don’t understand any of this. I just wish to get far from Marquithe and the fighting.”

      “Yes.” Algoron rose to his feet. “I will guide you out of here. Malvorian believes there is only one way in and out of these caves. He doesn’t know I crafted an alternate route.”

      He placed his hand on the back wall. A circular section of stone rolled to the side. Rhoa gaped, the doorway having been invisible until the stone moved.

      “Follow me.” Algoron looked Rawk in the eye. “Leave the gem, Rawkobon.” He then disappeared into the dark opening.

      Rhoa glanced at Rawk, who stared at the giant sapphire while seeming to fight some internal struggle. She shifted between him and the gem, drawing his attention with her hand on his shoulder.

      “You can do this, Rawk. I will support you, but I need your help to get out of here.”

      With a sad nod, he turned toward the dark tunnel. Once inside, all light fell away.

      “Careful.” Rawk’s voice came from the darkness as he took her hand. “There are stairs.”

      Rhoa reached back and felt for Salvon. He gripped her other hand as they began an ascent. All was quiet, except for their footsteps on the stone and the rasping of their breath. After some time, the stairs ended. They followed a tunnel and stopped.

      A click sounded and a strip of light appeared, widening as a stone door swung inward. Algoron stepped out, followed by Rawk, Rhoa, and Salvon. It was a chamber with soft armchairs and a desk, the room lit by a single, enchanted lantern. Algoron crossed the room and opened the only other door, leading them into a massive building with a high ceiling, a dais at one end of the room, and rows of benches filling the remainder. On the dais was a throne, tall, dark…and occupied by a man in dark blue robes.

      “My lord,” Algoron said as he dipped his head. “I have located the prisoners.”
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      Jace paced the room, bathed, clean-shaven, and wearing fresh clothing. At least the wait for his meeting had allowed that much. Outside his window, blue beams of light connected the Marquithe Tower of Devotion with obelisks located in the other four major Farrowen cities. Jace’s brow furrowed as he peered out the window, sighting a fifth beam of light, pointing north. I have never seen that one before. The low hum of chanting across the city carried through the walls, each beat like a countdown. He dismissed his curiosity about the new beam of light and focused on his plan. It would soon be time to leave.

      In addition to allowing him time to clean up, the hour between receiving the message and Devotion had allowed him to examine his situation and consider potential ways to protect himself. The Whispering Man would know he possessed the amulet and was aware of the protection the enchanted item provided. However, Narine had proven Jace wasn’t as immune to magic as he might wish. Physical manipulation of other objects…most notably, sharp ones…could certainly cause him harm. Who knew what other loopholes existed?

      His best advantage lay with Narine and Adyn, of whom Jace doubted The Whispering Man knew. Even if Urlan had reported the women’s presence, their capabilities were likely to be underestimated.

      “There,” Urlan said from the chair in the kitchen. “Devotion is over. Will you untie me?”

      Jace stopped pacing and stared at the man. As soon as Narine had agreed to help Jace, he and Adyn had gone down to the alley and carried the unconscious man up the stairs. Urlan had stirred awake while Jace tied him to the chair, but it was too late by then. Left to his own design, the homeless man was likely to report that a wizardess was helping Jace, which would negate the advantage of surprise.

      “We are leaving, and so are you.” Jace squatted behind the man, untying him.

      “What are you going to do to me?” He didn’t even attempt to hide his fear.

      Standing upright, Jace said, “I am giving you a gift.”

      “A gift?” Urlan’s eyes were wild, bloodshot whites visible as they flicked about the room. “You aren’t going to hurt me?”

      Jace chuckled and opened the door. “Of course not. You did nothing wrong.”

      “Why tie me up then?” The man sounded doubtful.

      “To keep you out of trouble. Now, let’s go downstairs. I’ll buy you a bottle of brandy.”

      Urlan’s eyes lit up, his smile spoiled by gaps of missing teeth.

      “Wait.” Jace held his hand up, stopping the man. “The ladies will go first so you can’t run.”

      Adyn passed Jace, armed and ready as always. A stride behind her, Narine walked past, her expression resolute. Urlan and Jace followed, locking the door before descending the stairs.

      While the women waited outside, Jace brought Urlan into The Blue Hen, bought him a brandy, and rushed back out the door. They then walked down dark streets lit only by candlelight seeping through an occasional window and enchanted lanterns at each intersection. He guided them uphill until they reached the wall outside the palace. Two guards were posted at the palace gate. One man was not much taller than Jace but carried twice the bulk, appearing heavy and thick in his silver-plated armor. Standing a few inches taller, the other man had short, black hair, a black beard, and a hardened scowl. Both wore the dark blue capes of the Midnight Guard.

      “I was requested for a meeting at the palace,” Jace said.

      “Your name?” the taller man asked.

      “Jerrell Landish.”

      The other guard nodded. “He matches the description.”

      “Who are these two?” The man pointed at Adyn and Narine.

      “This is Ada, my new bodyguard. Professional hazards require such things these days.”

      “And the old woman?”

      Jace looked at Narine, her body and face altered to appear startlingly like Frella.

      “I’m his landlord,” Narine said, her fists on her hips. “He owes me half a year’s rent, and I’m here to make sure he doesn’t sneak off with the money he is to be rewarded until I get mine.” She leaned closer, looking up at the taller guard with a challenging glare. “You wouldn’t deprive an old woman of what she is due, would you?”

      The guard grunted and stepped aside. “Go on in. Ask for Captain Despaldi.”

      “Captain of the Midnight Guard?” Jace grew more concerned, recalling Despaldi’s quest to locate the amulet. I wish I had the fake one, as well, he thought, considering the deception he could cause with it.

      “Yes. He will escort you to your meeting.”

      “Thank you.”

      Crossing the plaza, leading the two women toward the building, Jace thought it odd that neither he nor Adyn had been asked to surrender their weapons, or at least the visible ones. He dug the amulet from his coat pocket and slid the cord over his head, tucking it beneath his tunic. Instantly, the illusion disappeared like a popped bubble, the image of ugly, old Frella replaced by Narine’s beauty, at least to Jace’s perception.

      He grinned, knowing magic no longer affected him. He patted his tunic where the amulet lay underneath. At least I have this to protect me.

      At the east end of the palace complex was the temple. Jace had visited the temple on three occasions, all of them Darkening ceremonies reminiscent of the one he and Rhoa had attended in Fastella. The memory stirred two separate thoughts.

      The Darkening of Marquithe was fast approaching, and any prisoners occupying the dungeon cells could find themselves the reluctant stars of the Immolation ceremony. While Jace agreed sacrificing criminals was preferred to the method used in Ghealdor, he often worried it might be he someday…if he were ever unlucky enough to get caught.

      Also nagging at him was worry for the friends he had left behind in Starmuth – Rhoa, Rawk, and Salvon. He had thought little of them since his hasty flight from the city, but he now wondered what had become of his former companions. I’m sure they are fine, he told himself. Their lives were heading down a different path than yours anyway. Still, he could not shake a sense of concern.

      Climbing the stairs, he spoke to the guard at the door, asking for Despaldi. The man opened the door and told him to wait inside.

      The receiving hall was massive with a tall, arched ceiling and stained-glass windows along the front. The floor was crafted from polished, black marble tiles, reflecting the light from enchanted lanterns much larger than the one Jace owned. It was among the few stolen items he had retained. That, and the dagger at his hip, a trinket he had discovered among a pile of discarded weapons in an old castle.

      Minutes passed as the three of them lingered in the hall. Rather than speaking, they remained acutely aware of their surroundings. The patter of footsteps arose, and Jace turned toward the sound. A man in his mid-thirties, tall, with dark hair and a thin mustache, approached. He wore a dark blue military uniform, pressed and pristine. A curved sword dangled from one hip, the man’s hand on the pommel. He was trailed by two of the Midnight Guard.

      The man stopped three paces from Jace. “Mister Landish, I presume.”

      Jace gave a shallow nod. “We are men of action, Despaldi. No need to pretend you don’t know me.”

      “Yes. Agreed.” His gaze shifted to the women beside Jace. “Who are your guests?”

      “Ada is my new bodyguard. She is quick with a sword and sharp with her tongue, both suitable to my needs.” He turned toward Narine. “This is Frella, the owner of The Blue Hen and my landlord.” His face soured as he turned toward Despaldi. “The woman insisted on joining me.”

      “Landish owes me rent,” Narine said in a gruff voice. “Once I get my coin, I’ll be out of your hair.”

      “I see,” Despaldi said, his focus returning to Jace. “Your ability to ruffle the feathers of others continues to outstrip your legendary feats, Landish.”

      “I do what I can,” Jace said. “Now, where is this meeting? I would like to get my gold and go home. I haven’t slept in my own bed for weeks.”

      “Follow me.” Despaldi spun on his heel and began walking across the hall. The two guards stared at them, waiting.

      Narine clasped Jace by the wrist. He turned toward her, and she whispered into his ear, “Something is ahead. Magic. Extremely powerful.”

      He pressed his lips together, gathered resolve, and followed Despaldi, the two women shadowing him. The guards followed, creating an uncomfortable procession.

      By nature, Jace was calm in the face of danger. Living most of his life on the edge had hardened him to such concerns. The twisting in his stomach reflected his estimate of the low probability of surviving this meeting. With Despaldi added to the equation, things had grown murkier.

      Two guards bracketed a tall set of doors, and Despaldi stopped a stride before them.

      “Nobody enters.” The captain’s tone was harsh, certain to be followed. “Nobody, regardless of what happens, regardless of what you hear.”

      The two men thumped fists to their chests. “Yes, Captain.”

      Despaldi forged ahead, leading them into a massive chamber, the arched ceiling four stories above. Benches lined the chamber, split by an aisle carpeted in dark blue. At the far end of the room was a dais, illuminated by two torches burning with blue flames. A throne sat on the dais, occupied by a man in robes.

      Narine gasped. Jace turned toward her as she whispered, “He holds magic, his strength outstripping even my father’s.”

      “Lord Malvorian,” Despaldi announced as he stopped and bowed his head. “I have brought the thief as requested.”

      Jace had feared Malvorian’s involvement when he was requested to meet at the palace, yet he had hoped otherwise. Now he had no choice but to deal with the wizard lord.

      How do I get myself into these things?
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      What have we gotten ourselves into? Narine thought as she followed Jace down the aisle.

      The glow of power surrounding Malvorian forced her to squint. Still, she maintained her illusion, feeding it with a trickle of magic so slight, nobody should notice unless they actually touched her. She spotted two of the Midnight Guard standing behind the throne. At the same time, the two guards lurking behind her made her itch to turn toward them for fear of treachery. She suspected Adyn felt the same.

      We are surrounded and outnumbered with a wizard lord as judge.

      When they reached the front of the room, Jace bowed. “Lord Malvorian. I didn’t realize you would be attending this meeting.”

      Malvorian chuckled, yet it wasn’t a pleasant sound. “Little happens in Marquithe without my knowledge and blessing. Don’t doubt I have heard of your exploits.”

      “I am flattered,” Jace said, then looked around. “Is my contact here? I simply wish to close the contract and be on my way.”

      Another chuckle from the wizard lord, this one making a chill slide up Narine’s spine. “The Whispering Man?”

      “Yes.”

      Malvorian’s voice rose. “Thurvin! Join us!”

      A door to the side of the room opened. A short man with a narrow face and dark hair entered. By his robes, Narine knew he was a wizard.

      “Hello, Jerrell,” the man said.

      “Chancellor Arnolle,” Jace replied in an even tone. “Your rise to rule the city’s underbelly now makes sense.”

      “Yes,” Thurvin said as he settled beside the throne. “Having the proper connections is oft beneficial to one’s career.”

      “I see you have new jewelry,” Jace said. “Gurgan no longer had a use for it?”

      Thurvin appeared surprised, his brows shooting up as he glanced toward his arm.

      “My, my.” Malvorian nodded. “I am impressed, Landish.”

      “You don’t survive long in my line of work on luck alone.”

      “Yes.” Thurvin lifted his arm, twisting the bracelet. “With this, my power exceeds all but a wizard lord.”

      Jace leaned toward Narine and whispered, “The bracelet Thurvin wears is enchanted. It gives him added magic.”

      Her eyes grew wide. “Such a thing exists?”

      Jace ignored the question and addressed the room. “I don’t care about any of this. I am only here to collect payment due.”

      Thurvin laughed. “You deserve no payment. You were paid to retrieve the amulet, but we already possess it.”

      With a furrowed brow, Jace asked, “What are you talking about?”

      “Despaldi, show him.”

      The captain dug beneath his collar and pulled out an amulet just like the one Jace wore.

      “That’s not possible,” Jace said, turning toward the dais. “I have the amulet. I killed Taladain.”

      The door Thurvin had emerged from opened again. A short, stocky man with a red beard appeared, followed by three others.

      “My lord,” the man said in a deep voice. “I have located the prisoners.”

      As one, Narine, Adyn, and Jace gasped.
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      Thurvin gaped in confusion as the dwarf led the three prisoners from the antechamber, the same room where Thurvin had been hiding moments earlier. I was alone in that room.

      “What is this?” Malvorian asked.

      Thurvin stammered a reply, “These… These are the captives I told you about.”

      Malvorian arched a brow at Thurvin. “I thought you had them locked in the dungeon.”

      “I did. I swear.” Thurvin shook his head. “I saw them locked away not more than six hours ago.”

      Malvorian chuckled. “It’s just as well. Let’s be done with this charade.” He nodded toward the dwarf. “You did well to bring them to me, Algoron.”

      “I can’t believe you betrayed us, Uncle,” said the short, bald prisoner. Thurvin couldn’t recall the man saying more than a few words during their journey from Lionne.

      “Uncle?” Malvorian asked.

      “Yes, my lord,” Algoron said. “Rawkobon is my nephew. He has value and could be a boon to our cause, so I beg you to spare his life.”

      “Value?”

      “He hears the gemsongs. He can seek them out, help to acquire new sapphires.”

      Malvorian leaned back, rubbing his palms together. “Very good.”

      The third prisoner, the old man with the patchwork robes, shifted from the shadow that had been hiding his face.

      “Vanda?” Malvorian exclaimed.

      “You must be mistaken,” the old man said.

      Thurvin had never seen Vanda’s face, but the voice sounded familiar. I can’t believe I hadn’t noticed.

      Rising to his feet, the wizard lord walked closer, looking the old man up and down. “Vanda, why are you dressed in that outfit? What is with the lute?”

      “I… My name is Salvon. I am a simple storyteller.” The old man shook his head. “You have me confused with someone else.”

      “Listen,” Landish said, “I don’t know what’s going on here, but I have the true amulet. The one Despaldi wears is a fake. With the amulet protecting me, I killed Taladain. I deserve my payment. Give me the gold, and I’ll give you the amulet.”

      Thurvin laughed. “You expect me to believe that?”

      “I just want what is due to me. Two hundred fifty gold.”

      “How much?” the short acrobat asked, her eyes wide.

      He glanced at the woman before extending his open palm toward Thurvin. “Pay up, Whispering Man. As long as you pay, your secret is safe with me. Besides, think of how the street will respond if you don’t honor our contract.”

      Thurvin laughed, Malvorian joining him. “I won’t have to worry about anything of the sort.”

      Glancing toward his companions, Landish asked, “Why not?”

      “Because you are about to die!”

      Thurvin drew in his magic, augmented by the bracelet on his wrist, filling him with a rush. He extended his hand, formed an energy construct, and channeled the power through it.
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      Jace didn’t know why Rhoa, Rawk, and Salvon were in the palace, but things had spun out of control. All he wanted was to get his money and leave. “I just want what is due to me. Two hundred fifty gold.”

      “How much?” Rhoa spurted.

      He flashed her a look of warning, hoping she caught the signal. “Pay up, Whispering Man. As long as you pay, your secret is safe with me. Besides, think of how the street will respond if you don’t honor a contract.”

      The two wizards laughed before Thurvin replied, “I won’t have to worry about anything of the sort.”

      Turning toward Narine and Adyn, Jace flashed them a look of warning before he turned back toward Thurvin. By the gods, I pray this amulet protects me again. “Why not?”

      “Because you are about to die!”

      Thurvin extended his hands, his eyes alight with fury. Jace charged at the man. Ropes of raw energy lashed out and passed through him, leaving him unharmed. Thurvin gaped. Jace drew the knives hidden up his sleeves and released them. Both blades flew past the wizard. The first struck a guard in the eye, the other clanging off a hastily raised shield. Jace drew his dagger from his belt and lunged, slicing across Thurvin’s stomach, tearing through the wizard’s robes and skin as he spun past the throne.

      Despaldi drew his sword and lunged, but he locked up mid-swing as Narine’s magic held him frozen, her illusion of Frella falling away to reveal her true self. Adyn attacked the guards in the aisle, her blades spinning as she ducked, dodged, and moved like a woman possessed. Clangs, grunts, and cries rang out. In mere breaths, both men were down…one dead, the other writhing in agony.

      Malvorian stood and roared, “Enough!”

      With both arms sweeping out, magic lashed through the room, taking out everyone’s legs. Narine, Adyn, Despaldi, Algoron, Rawk, and the remaining guard all fell to the floor, hard. Only Rhoa and Jace remained upright. Salvon was nowhere in sight, and Jace assumed the man had fled to the neighboring room.

      When Jace took a step toward the wizard lord, the man twisted his wrist and launched the throne at him. Jace dove to the side, but it clipped his legs, sending him spinning to the floor, his back slamming against a bench.

      Groaning, Jace pushed himself up. His leg hurt as he bent it, the pain not as bad as he feared. Not broken. Rising to his knees, he turned toward the wizard lord.

      Malvorian glared at Rhoa, his fingers crackling with magic. “You are the acrobat, the one reported to have killed Taladain.” He sneered, “You may have dodged my magic, but you will not avoid this.”

      He thrust his hands toward her, unleashing a stream of blue-tinted fire, bright enough to blind anyone facing it.

      While climbing to his feet, Jace raised his arm to block the bright beam of light, spots dancing in front of his eyes. When he lowered his arm, Rhoa stood before Malvorian, unharmed. The wizard lord staggered back, his face twisted in confusion.

      “I don’t understand. Nothing can withstand foulfire. Nothing.”

      Behind Rhoa, the foulfire had burned a hole through the wall, three feet in diameter, the ragged edges still smoking. Rhoa took a step forward, and Malvorian held his palms out, locking everyone into a stasis, even Rhoa.

      Yet Jace remained unaffected. We need to get out of here.

      Moving quietly, he picked up a broken piece of the throne, an armrest, thick and solid. Gripping it, he circled behind Malvorian while the wizard remained focused on Rhoa, who appeared frozen like the others, her eyes flicking from Jace to the wizard lord.

      Malvorian laughed. “Now, little woman, you die.”

      With a mighty swing, Jace struck the wizard lord in the back of the head, the thud echoing in the quiet room. Malvorian collapsed and lay still. Immediately, the others in the room began to move.

      Jace dropped the chair armrest with a sigh. “I’m glad that’s over with.”

      “Look out!” Rhoa shouted as something struck Jace from behind.

      He staggered forward as agonizing pain seared through him, leaving him unable to breathe. Looking down, he saw a bloody sword tip emerging from his stomach. The sword receded with a wet, sucking sound. He fell to his knees with his hand clutching the wound, gaping in shock. He wobbled, the room tilting until everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      Narine held Despaldi motionless as Adyn stood beside her, a sword in one hand and a dagger in the other. Malvorian drove a wedge of compressed air outward, striking her in the legs. She fell and hit hard, the air blasting from her lungs. With effort, she crawled to her knees as the wizard lord gathered his magic, the man glowing like a beacon. He then unleashed foulfire. Narine gasped as the raging magic engulfed Rhoa. Yet, just as happened with her father, Rhoa was unharmed by the lethal spell.

      Malvorian gaped. “I don’t understand. Nothing can withstand foulfire. Nothing.”

      He then unleashed a stasis spell, taking control of Narine and everyone else in the room. Even Rhoa, who stood mere strides from Malvorian, appeared unable to move. It took everything I had to hold one man frozen, yet he controls everyone in the room without effort. It took immense magic to hold everyone in place, especially after unleashing foulfire, a vastly draining energy spell.

      Wait. Narine noticed movement beyond the wizard lord. The spell didn’t affect everyone.

      Malvorian laughed. “Now, little woman, you die.”

      The wizard lord did not notice Jace sneaking up from behind. The thief struck him in the head, felling the man in one blow. Narine stumbled forward, suddenly able to move.

      “I’m glad that’s over with,” Jace said.

      A man in armor appeared behind Jace and lunged forward just as Rhoa shouted a warning. A blade tip emerged from Jace’s stomach, slick with blood. Narine gasped, her eyes bulging in horror, his in shock.

      “No!” Narine cried as Jace collapsed. Her hand clutching her own heart, she staggered as if she, herself, had been stabbed.

      Rhoa struck the guard from behind, her enchanted blades searing through his back until the tips appeared through both chest plates, crackling with blue sparks. Eyes glazed, the guard was dead before he hit the floor.

      Distracted, Narine forgot about Despaldi. Freed from her magic, the man lunged toward her with an overhead swing of his blade. With death crashing down on her, she scrambled to draw in magic and form a construct, but she knew it would be too late.

      But then Adyn was there, blocking the man’s overhand stroke. She kicked him in the stomach, driving him backward. He sliced at Adyn, his blade moving lightning fast as she used her sword and dagger to defend herself. Both fighters moved quickly. Adyn’s blades spinning and slashing, Despaldi’s flicking from side to side, blocking every stroke. Altering the path of his sword, the tip sliced her upper arm, causing her to drop her dagger and retreat. He surged ahead, sneering, his blade a flurry of cutting strokes and thrusts, forcing Adyn backward.

      By then, Narine had regained control of her magic, but also felt her energy waning. Using a mental manipulation construct on Despaldi, she imprinted him with the impression of a soldier attacking from behind. He shifted and looked backward, the distraction allowing Adyn’s blade to pierce the man’s shoulder.

      “Argh!” he cried and staggered backward.

      Adyn pressed forward, the man’s left arm hanging limply while he fought her off. Spinning, she kicked low, but he leapt. Her blade followed, but he blocked it. Distracted by her assault, he did not see Rawk behind him.

      The stone-shaper bent and used his magic to scoop a chunk of tile-covered stone from the floor and struck the much taller man in the back of the head. Despaldi fell face-first, his blade clattering to the floor.

      Adyn darted in and grabbed the man’s sword before he could recover. Her eyes grew wide. She looked around and blinked until Despaldi stirred, the man moaning.

      “This sword… It has magic,” Adyn muttered. She then recovered and held both swords ready. “Get up, Despaldi.”

      The man rose to his hands and knees, wobbling as he stood. His head and shoulder were bleeding badly, the back of his head and forehead oozing crimson, the front of his uniform blood-soaked from his shoulder wound.

      “Sit on a bench,” Adyn growled. When he hesitated, she said, “I will kill you if I must.”

      Despaldi complied, sitting heavily, not appearing in any shape to fight.

      Narine ran to Jace and knelt at his side. Tears ran down her face as she rolled him over. His skin was cold, and he wheezed. Thank Gheald. He still lives. Hovering her hand over his stomach, she drew in her magic while picturing a construct of repair. Channeling the power through the construct, she attempted to heal him, but his injuries were beyond her skill and she neared exhaustion. The result sealed the external wounds, but he still bled inside.

      Through tear-blurred vision, she stared down at him and caressed his face. His eyes remained closed, his breathing shallow. Please, you cannot die. Not now. Not… I have finally found someone who makes me laugh. The irony of it all made her sob, her heart breaking over what might have been.

      The others gathered, their sympathetic gazes on her. Beyond them, Malvorian lay unconscious, and Thurvin was curled in a ball, whimpering in pain.

      Her gaze then landed on the bracelet clamped around Thurvin’s arm.

      She pushed past Rawk and Rhoa, scrambling to kneel beside Thurvin.

      “Help me,” he moaned. “My stomach… The pain… You can heal me.”

      Narine grabbed at his arm, pulling it away from his bloody stomach as she fumbled with the bracelet.

      “No. No,” he whined. “You can’t take it.”

      She was desperate and would not be denied. Weakened by his wound, his attempt to fight back was pathetic. When the bracelet clicked open, she yanked it off his wrist and snapped it around her own. She hurried back to Jace while grappling for magic.

      The force of the power flowing into her made her gasp. It was as if a dam had been removed – any prior use of magic a trickle now became a roaring river. With a construct of repair projecting from her open palm, she placed it over Jace’s wounds and channeled the magic through it. His back arched and eyes flew open, mouth gaping in a silent scream. Narine knew healing hurt, a brute force method of repairing the body, but she would not allow him to die, regardless of the cost.

      The silent scream became a loud one, echoing throughout the throne room in a moment of violent agony. He then collapsed, unconscious, but his breathing normal again. Tears flowed down Narine’s face, but this time, they were tears of relief.

      She wiped her eyes and looked up as Salvon approached.

      “Where have you been?” Rhoa asked.

      The old man blinked. “Oh. I ran and hid in the antechamber.” He shook his head. “You don’t live to be my age without knowing when to fight and when to hide.”

      Narine laughed. Rhoa, Adyn, and Rawk joined her while the short man with the red beard scratched his head.

      “I don’t understand any of this,” the man said.

      “Algoron,” Salvon said. “Perhaps it is time to find another pursuit. Your desire to help your people seems honest…” The old man turned his narrowed eyes on Malvorian, unconscious, and Thurvin, curled up and bleeding, “but it appears your co-conspirators have unworthy intentions.”

      “Come with us, Uncle. Leave this place.” Rawk’s face soured. “And these people.”

      Algoron shook his head. “I kept telling myself it was for the best, but what has happened here… I cannot remain a part of this.”

      Rawk gripped the man’s shoulder as he grinned. “Thank you.”

      “Can you two carry him?” Narine asked. “After what he just experienced, he won’t be conscious for hours.”

      “Can’t you just…” Rhoa wiggled her fingers, “wizard him along or something?”

      Narine rolled her eyes. “Come on. Let’s hurry before Malvorian wakes.”

      “Perhaps we should kill him,” Algoron suggested.

      “What good would it do?” Rhoa asked. “Another would replace him, and Farrowen’s conquest of Ghealdor would continue.”

      While some nodded, nobody replied. Instead, Rawk and Algoron picked Jace up and carried him toward the antechamber.

      “Where are you going?” Narine asked.

      “There is another way out,” Algoron said. “One nobody knows about, nor can they follow.”

      So they left Malvorian, Thurvin, Despaldi, and the dead guards behind.
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      The door to the antechamber closed, the room falling silent. With one hand across his midriff, Thurvin rolled to his side. His wound was not deep, but it ran all the way across his stomach, searing with pain.

      “Despaldi,” Thurvin said through clenched teeth.

      “Yes,” said the captain from his seat on the bench, his voice strained.

      “All the wizards are gone from Marquithe, save one. An old woman on Huron Street. Her name is Bromilda. Send a carriage to bring her here. She might be unable to walk, but she can heal us.”

      Despaldi rose and lumbered down the aisle, holding his bloody shoulder. When the door closed, Thurvin dragged himself across the floor, one arm clutching his torn stomach, the other pulling him forward. The pain was excruciating, but he grit his teeth and continued until he lay beside the unconscious wizard lord.

      “This was your fault. You were too arrogant with your power.” Thurvin glared at Malvorian. The man’s eyes were closed, his dark hair matted with sparkling blood. In that moment, Thurvin made a decision. “I will not make the same mistake.”

      He pulled himself onto Malvorian, placed his forearm across the man’s exposed throat, and pushed down with all his weight. Malvorian coughed and choked, his body convulsing. His eyes flickered open, rolling and bulging as he attempted to gasp for air. The man tried to fight back, one hand feebly grabbing Thurvin by the hair, the other attempting to push him away. Those hands soon fell limp. Even after the struggle had ended, Thurvin kept his weight on the man’s throat. He would not fail.

      The bracelet had given Thurvin a taste of true power. Without it, the world felt flat and dull. Soon, he would have access to magic far surpassing that of the bracelet, power beyond every wizard in the world. In six days, the full Darkening would happen in Marquithe, too soon for Forca or any of the other wizards to return, leaving Thurvin to claim the throne uncontested.

      In six days, Thurvin Arnolle would become the wizard lord of Farrowen…and beyond.
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      With her head dizzy from the rush of magic coursing through her, Narine followed Algoron and Rawk, who still carried Jace. The glowing orb of light in her palm faintly illuminated the dark tunnels, casting shadows in all directions. The bracelet hung loose on her wrist and had slid halfway to her elbow, but she couldn’t imagine ever taking it off. The power was such that just the slightest trickle was enough to feed the illusion spell, creating the light. It was intoxicating.

      They came to an incline, the tunnel curving as it rose upward. The two men before her stopped at a dead end as Algoron settled Jace against Rawk.

      “Don’t drop him,” Narine said.

      Rawk grunted in reply, his arms wrapped about the unconscious thief as Jace’s arms and head drooped over his broad shoulders.

      Algoron ran his hands along the wall, cracking and chipping sounds arising. He traced a doorway over five feet tall and half the width. With a grunt and a push, the stone fell forward and crashed down in a swirl of dust.

      Narine gawked at Algoron’s handiwork. “You can do the stone magic, as well?” She looked at Rawk. “I don’t understand how it is possible. Who are you people?”

      Algoron grabbed Jace under the arms, helping Rawk carry him through the opening, as he replied. “We are among the best stone-shapers in Ghen Aeldor. You might call us dwarfs.”

      Narine scoffed. “Dwarfs are a myth – existing only in stories.”

      Salvon put his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t be so quick to dismiss something as myth. As for our two friends here, you may also know them as Makers.”

      Makers, Narine thought, shaking her head as she followed Salvon through the opening.

      Although it seemed an outlandish idea that Makers might return after so many centuries, she could find no other explanation for Rawk’s and Algoron’s ability to shape stone.

      No wonder Maker-built structures outlast anything man might craft.

      She held her magic-fed light up to examine her new surroundings. The tunnel had led them to a dark storage room cluttered with junk, old furniture, barrels, crates, and shelves, all covered in dust.

      “Where are we?” Rhoa asked.

      “This room is beneath the temple,” Algoron replied. “I thought it best to have a way to escape should things ever go wrong with Malvorian.”

      “Well planned,” Salvon said as he walked to the door. The old man turned the knob and eased the door open, the hinges emitting a long, drawn-out creak. He poked his head out and waved them forward.

      Down a corridor and up a set of stairs they went. At the top stood two doors. One obviously led to the temple, so they chose the other and emerged outside.

      A guard stood not far beyond the door. He spun toward them, and Narine realized she had forgotten to douse the light.

      The man held up his hand to shield his eyes. “Who goes there?”

      “It is Chancellor Thurvin,” Salvon said, doing his best impression.

      “What are you doing here? Wait. You’re not Thurvin!”

      Narine was ready. She dropped the illusion of light and cast a construct of mental manipulation, imprinting sleep on the man in the hopes of making him too drowsy to fight. The guard’s eyes rolled and he collapsed in a heap, his helmet striking the stone walkway with a clang.

      “What did you do to him?” Rhoa asked.

      “I just… That wasn’t supposed to happen,” Narine stammered.

      Salvon knelt beside the man and pressed fingers to his neck. “He is alive.”

      A deep snore came from the guard.

      “Did you put him to sleep?” Salvon asked as he stood.

      “I guess I did.” Narine lifted her hand and stared at the bracelet. She wondered what else she could do with her newfound power.

      “Let’s go,” Adyn said, dragging her along.

      “Where are we going?”

      “We should head to Jace’s apartment and prepare to leave the city. The gates open at sunrise.”

      They exited the courtyard, leaving the sleeping guard behind. Narine released her magic, afraid it would attract the attention of other wizards in the area, but the memory of it would not wane. It was as if she had been incomplete before but never realized it. Is this addiction? She didn’t care. The bracelet was hers now, and she intended to keep it. But the loose fit was annoying. Perhaps on my ankle, she thought. There, it would be hidden beneath her skirts, sure to attract less attention.

      The walk across the city was a blur, Narine’s head clogged with concern for Jace, wonder of the bracelet’s power, and worry about how they might escape the city. It could not be as easy as it was in Fastella.

      When they reached The Blue Hen, Adyn led them through the dark alley until reaching the stairs, warning the others of the loose step and broken rail. Climbing the stairs, they all crowded onto the landing at the top.

      “Does someone have a key?” Rawk asked as he and Algoron held Jace upright, each with one of the thief’s arms about their shoulders.

      “I’ll find it,” Narine said, shifting to stand in front of Jace, whose head sagged as if he had been drugged. She felt inside his coat. The first pocket held lock picks. The second held three gold pieces, a silver, and four coppers. The third held a key. Grabbing it, she turned to the door and grasped the knob, the door swinging open slightly.

      I know he locked it when we left. She pushed the door open all the way. The interior was dark, save for an amber light coming from the hallway. There was no candle or lantern lit when we left, either. Wary, she drew in her magic, readying a construct.

      Gesturing for the others to stay where they were, she crept inside. Of course, Adyn followed, her dagger drawn. Narine didn’t bother to argue with her. It would do no good.

      The two women crept down the hall, Adyn with dagger ready, Narine with her magic. The door to Jace’s bedroom was open a crack, a narrow band of flickering candlelight coming through the opening. With a brief pause outside the door, Narine put her hand on it and pushed. She was not prepared for what she found.

      The bedding had been pulled to the footboard, leaving nothing but sheets and pillows. A woman, blonde, beautiful, with the body of a goddess, lay on the bed, propping herself up with an elbow on the pillows. She was stark naked, her skin smooth and supple, her body lean, yet not short of curves.

      The blonde arched a brow. “You are not Jerrell.”

      “Who are you?” Narine asked.

      “I’m Haelynn.”

      “What… What are you doing in his bed?”

      The woman ran her palm across the sheets, oozing sensuality. “I was waiting for his return. I’ll let you guess at what happens then.” The smile on her face left little doubt.

      Narine’s cheeks felt hot – first with embarrassment, then with anger. “You need to leave.”

      Haelynn’s expression turned into a pout. “But I have plans for Jerrell. Some fun, then a proposal.”

      “Listen, woman,” Adyn said, stepping past Narine and gesturing with her dagger. “If you value your appearance, I suggest you do as she says and go. I know how to leave scars that will never properly heal.”

      Haelynn’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with.”

      Narine’s patience broke. She lashed out with her magic, picked the naked woman up off the bed, and slammed her back down into it. Haelynn shrieked and bounced off the mattress, her long hair flinging wildly has she flew to the floor, landing with a grunt.

      Panting, the woman rose to her hands and knees. She looked up at Narine through her golden locks. “A wizardess? Has Jerrell sunk so low? He now invites wizards into his home?” The woman stood, walked to the chair where her clothes lay, and began to dress.

      Narine waited with her arms crossed, lips pressed together, toe tapping impatiently. In contrast, Adyn leaned against the wall and began to manicure her nails with the tip of her dagger. Once dressed, Haelynn left the room. They followed her down the corridor and watched her walk out the door, past the startled quartet of Rhoa, Salvon, Rawk, and Algoron, the latter two still carrying Jace.

      “Who was she?” Rhoa asked as she walked inside.

      “Haelynn,” Adyn said as Rawk and Algoron lay Jace on the sofa.

      “Who is Haelynn?”

      “Someone who had best watch out if I ever see her again,” Narine growled.

      She noticed Adyn’s smirk and arched brow.

      “What?” Narine said in challenge.

      Adyn shook her head. “Nothing. I just find your reaction interesting. One might think your feelings for the thief are stronger than you express.”

      Narine’s gaze shifted back to Jace, unconscious on the sofa. She stood and stared for some time, concerned for his health, angry about his visitor, and confused about what to do about the entire situation.
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      Jace’s eyes flickered open. People shuffled around him, moving things, banging things. He blinked to get his bearings. The living room of his apartment was a mess, everything scattered around. Salvon stood in the kitchen, sorting through a crate. Rhoa said something from down the corridor, her voice muffled, as was Rawk’s response.

      With stiff muscles, Jace swung his legs to the floor and sat upright.

      Narine, sitting in the chair beside the sofa, turned in his direction and sat forward, placing her hand on his knee. “You’re awake.”

      “And you are spectacularly observant.” He worked his dry mouth, wishing he had something to drink.

      “Sarcasm.” Narine nodded. “I’ll take that as a good sign.”

      Jace stood, wobbling under a wave of dizziness that forced him to grip the arm of the sofa. “Good for who?”

      “Whom,” she said, rising to steady him. Her hands felt warm, her grip gentle.

      Adyn came from around the corner and chuckled when he gave her a wincing look.

      “I need something to drink.” Jace was really thirsty. “Ale, wine, swoon, brandy… Anything you can find.”

      Narine tugged on his arm. He turned toward her. “You’ll get water, nothing else.” She held a glass before him. “I filled this with your pump, expecting you would be thirsty when you woke.”

      “Thanks.” He took it and downed it in one long drink. Lowering the cup, he said, “Now, please tell me why you people are tearing my apartment apart.”

      “We are packing,” Salvon said.

      “For what?”

      Narine’s hand was still on his arm. “We need to leave Marquithe.”

      Jace blinked, his brow furrowed. “Why?”

      “Don’t you remember what happened? Malvorian tried to kill us.”

      “Malvorian…” Jace frowned and sifted through his most recent memories – flashes of Malvorian, Thurvin Arnolle, Despaldi, the confrontation. The pieces began to resemble a picture, ending with pain. “What happened to me?”

      “A guard ran you through with his sword.”

      He felt his stomach. His tunic was torn and matted with dried blood. “I survived that?”

      “Yes. I healed you.”

      His gaze met hers, and he noted the concern in her eyes. I should be dead, and she knows it. “Thank you. I didn’t realize you could heal such an…extreme injury.”

      She looked down, lifted her skirts, and bent her ankle toward him. “Normally, I can’t.”

      He noted the shape of her calf, her shin smooth. When did she have time to shave? Then he saw something familiar twinkle against her skin. “You stole the bracelet from Thurvin?”

      “Yes. It is…amazing.” Her blue eyes were alight as she spoke.

      “As are you.” He felt himself drawn to her again, his hand going to her cheek.

      He considered kissing her, imagining her warm, soft lips against his. Leaning toward her, his lips parted, but she stepped backward.

      “Who is Haelynn?”

      He blinked at the sharp change in conversation. “What?”

      Narine crossed her arms over her chest. Her eyes issued a challenge. “Haelynn. Who is she?”

      “How do you know that name?”

      “I asked you first.”

      “She is a business acquaintance.”

      Narine arched a brow, toe tapping in the floor. “Is that what you call it?”

      “I don’t know what this is about, but I don’t enjoy being accused without knowing what it is I’ve done.”

      Narine pointed down the hallway, toward his bedroom. “She was here when we arrived, waiting.”

      “Haelynn?”

      “Yes.”

      Besides an occasional passing, Jace hadn’t seen the woman for many weeks. “Did she say why she was here?”

      “You are being awfully coy about this woman.” Narine’s lips pressed together, her gaze a silent challenge.

      “I can see you are angry, but I haven’t done anything wrong. Haelynn and I worked together until last year when she gave me bad information for her own benefit. I lost all my savings as a result and haven’t seen her since.”

      “Why was she naked?”

      “What?”

      “When we arrived, she was in your bed, naked.”

      Jace chuckled. “I wish I could have seen that. Haelynn might be a snake, but she has a wonderful body.”

      Jace underestimated her reaction. His head snapped to the side, cheek stinging from her slap. He raised his hand to his face, frowning. “What was that for?”

      Narine glowered at him, huffed, and stomped off down the corridor, slamming his bedroom door.

      Wow. She is angry!

      He noticed the others staring at him. “What did I do wrong?”

      Rhoa snorted. Rawk and Algoron looked away. Adyn snickered. Only Salvon had a response.

      The old man shook his head. “For such an enterprising young man, you can be blind to some things.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Think on it, Jace. Why would the princess react in such a manner?’

      The conversation replayed in his head, and he thought about Narine’s attitude shift when mentioning Haelynn. From there, things had spiraled.

      She’s jealous. A grin appeared. She cares.

      Taking a deep breath, he walked down the hallway and softly knocked on the bedroom door.

      “Who is it?” her voice came from within.

      “May I come in?”

      “It’s your apartment. Besides, I can’t really stop you, can I?”

      He opened the door to a room torn apart – the wardrobe doors open, the drawers emptied, his clothing and belongings strewn about. She was sitting on the bed, her face turned away from him.

      “What a mess.” He stepped over a pile of clothing and sat beside her, taking her hand in his. She didn’t resist. “I have lived my entire life on the edge. I often wonder how I have survived for so long. When you live such a life, you put little thought into relationships. In truth, I have been with many women.”

      Narine turned to him, eyes flared and lips tight together.

      He hurriedly said, “Please, hear me out before you react.”

      She glared at him a moment longer before nodding. “Very well.”

      “When you wake every day thinking it might be your last, it alters your perspective. That, and the need to fight every day to survive, made my motives simple – get what I could from each day and hope to survive another. You know I am a thief. Each job was a conquest of sorts. In truth, I treated women no differently. I knew it wasn’t fair to them, but self-preservation and selfishness both begin with one’s self, the lines often blurring.

      “Haelynn is similar, almost like a female version of myself. Our…relationship was a mutual agreement where we each would benefit for our own selfish desires without any of the other issues that might arise between a man and a woman.”

      She cocked her head. “So you slept with her for fun, nothing else?”

      He blinked, shocked about her understanding. “Well, yes.”

      Narine sighed. “As I have said before, you and Adyn have much in common.”

      He had heard Adyn talking about the sailors on Starlight Chaser. The bodyguard sounded like a man with some of her comments, making Jace chuckle and Narine blush.

      Squeezing her hand, he waited until she turned toward him. “I’m not interested in Adyn. Sure, she is fun, fit, and pretty enough, but she isn’t you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I know we are in trouble here, and I don’t know what the future will hold, but I am tired of living as if there is no tomorrow to live for.”

      “What are you saying, Jace?”

      He cupped her cheek and stared into her eyes. “I am attracted to you, Narine, and have been from the start. Even though you drive me crazy sometimes, I cannot stop thinking about you.”

      “You don’t see me as just another conquest, do you?”

      “I am not sure what I see, other than a beautiful, intelligent woman.” He gave her a wry grin. “Would it be so bad to be conquered by Jerrell Landish? He has become quite the legend, you know.”

      She laughed, the sound raising his spirits. “You are so bad.”

      Leaning into him, her lips met his, pressing firmly at first, separating, intertwining with his. The thrum of his own pulse hammered in his ears as his body began to respond.

      “I see you two have made up,” a woman’s voice said from behind Jace.

      Narine pulled away and glared past him. “Wonderful timing, Adyn.”

      He turned toward the doorway as the bodyguard said, “Sunrise is not far off. We need to pack up and head out.” She frowned. “We’ll need horses.”

      Rising to his feet, Jace looked down at his bloodstained tunic. “Let me get changed, gather some supplies, and we can leave. I know where we can get food and procure horses.”
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      Rhoa sat in silence. She had said little since their encounter with Malvorian and found herself repeatedly gazing down at her hands, imagining them stained with blood. In the fracas, she had killed another man – one responsible for protecting his ruler. The man had only been doing his job, yet Rhoa’s fulgur blades had snuffed him out just like Taladain, a man who deserved such an ending. Did the guard deserve to die? Who was he? Did he leave a family behind? The questions continued to run through her mind, joined by the image of him lying there, his empty eyes staring into the beyond. It was haunting. Even if they weren’t preparing to flee the city, she couldn’t have slept.

      The door opened, and she turned toward it as Jace entered with two loaded packs.

      “Frella gave me as much as I could carry,” he said, extending the packs toward Rawk and Algoron. “Can you two carry these?”

      The two Makers accepted the packs without comment, while the others gathered around Jace. The thief shouldered the pack he had left beside the door and asked, “Is everyone ready?”

      “Where will we go?” Rhoa asked. The question had been lingering for hours, waiting for someone to ask it.

      “Certainly not back to Ghealdor,” Salvon said. “It won’t be safe for some time. Not with the war and all.”

      “War?” Narine asked. “There is no war in Ghealdor.”

      “Oh, you don’t know?” the old man replied. “Despaldi and his men captured us on the border. They were not alone. The Thundercorps were camped there, thousands strong.”

      “Worse,” Rhoa added, “they had wizards in their ranks.”

      “Wizards?” Jace asked with his hand on the doorknob, looking over his shoulder.

      “From what I heard, they forced every wizard from Marquithe to join the fight. They planned to attack Starmuth, then move on to Fastella.”

      “War,” Narine repeated the word as if to convince herself the truth of it. “There hasn’t been war between the southern wizardoms in a millennium. There is little to gain from it since the cities are tied to the Devotion of their wizard lord.”

      “I must apologize,” Algoron said. “There is now much to gain.”

      “Yes.” Salvon nodded. “Malvorian has developed a means to claim the Towers of Devotion from another wizardom, turning them toward his own gain.”

      Narine gasped. “He would gain the prayers of each city he captured. The man’s power would be unequaled.”

      “In that case, I suggest we head far away from Ghealdor,” Jace said. “What about Orenth?”

      “Hmm… With winter approaching, wouldn’t they assume we would head north?” Narine noted.

      “True,” Jace agreed. “What if we made for Pallanar despite the coming winter?”

      “Yes, Pallanar,” Salvon nodded. “I have contacts there who might be of some use. In fact, I suggest we visit Illustan and warn Lord Raskor of what Malvorian plans.”

      “Unless Raskor is in league with Malvorian,” Jace said.

      Narine shook her head. “I doubt it. No wizard lord would allow another to gain an advantage. It will be in his best interest to stop Malvorian before it’s too late.”

      “From the sounds of it, the man already has Starmuth in his grasp,” Salvon noted. “Fastella is a far larger city. If it falls, Ghealdor will be his by mid-winter.”

      The thought of one man possessing the power of two wizardoms frightened Rhoa. Wizard lords already greatly surpassed other wizards. Doubling such magic and backed by ambition, Malvorian might become unstoppable.

      Jace opened the door. “Let’s go. Be careful. The railing is broken and there is a missing stair.”

      “Yes. I told them already,” Narine said.

      He flashed her a smile. “You are so thoughtful.”

      Adyn rolled her eyes and leaned toward Rhoa, whispering, “I liked the banter better.”

      Rhoa nodded in agreement.

      Jace led them down the stairs, through the alley, and down the street. To the east, the sky grew lighter, dawn fast approaching. The group was silent and wary as they crossed the sleeping city, circling to remain far from the palace. Enchanted lanterns at intersections lit the main streets, but the alleys remained dark, screaming of danger that Jace appeared to ignore.

      They crossed over a street that led to the middle of the city…and the palace.

      Rhoa stared toward the palace, then stopped, brows furrowed. “Isn’t the tower supposed to be lit blue?”

      Everyone else stopped and turned toward the tower. After a moment, Salvon gave a low grunt. “It appears Lord Malvorian is dead.”

      Jace looked at the others. “What happened?”

      Rhoa replied, “Don’t you remember?” When he furrowed his brows, she continued. “He used a spell to freeze everyone. I played along, hoping he would think himself safe, while you snuck up and hit him from behind.”

      Salvon put his hand on her shoulder. “That was good thinking, Rhoa.”

      She felt warmed by the pride in his voice.

      Jace shook his head. “No, no, no. I only knocked him out.”

      “People sometimes die from a blow to the head,” Salvon replied.

      A blanket of silence covered them as they stared at each other. Things had gone from bad to worse.

      They are certain to search anyone leaving, Rhoa thought as her worry increased.

      “In that case, let’s hurry.” Jace continued down the road, moving at a quicker pace.

      He turned and led them uphill, the road curving as it ran past the Enchanter’s Tower. Rhoa looked up at it, a monolith looming hundreds of feet above. Six weeks had passed since she had broken into the tower. During that time, much had changed in the world. For her, everything had changed.

      Where is my life now headed? She felt as if she had lost control, fate now guiding her toward some unknown destiny.

      Jace stopped beside a ten-foot-tall brick wall across from the tower and turned toward Rawk. “Can you two get us through this wall? Without making too much noise?”

      Rawk glanced at Algoron. “Are you ready, Uncle?”

      The other Maker put a palm against the wall and snorted. “This will be easy.”

      “How big would you like the opening?” Rawk asked.

      “Make it as tall as you can and about three strides wide.”

      The two stone-shapers began, each placing a hand high above their heads. Even then, the dwarfs barely reached over six feet up. Bricks cracked and split as they ran their hands along the wall, chunks of brick and stone showered down. They then ran their hands down until reaching the street, using their magic to form a jagged crack in the wall. Once finished, they both placed their palms on the wall and pushed. A section fell forward with a massive crash and a cloud of dust.

      “That works great,” Jace said, waving away the dust, “but you ignored my request about it not making too much noise.

      “Sorry.” Algoron shrugged.

      Jace climbed over the rubble and into the dark opening as the dust settled. “Narine, can you give us a little light?”

      The princess held her hand out, and a globe of pale blue light appeared in her palm, revealing the interior of a large stable.

      Jace said, “Everyone grab a saddle and find a horse. I’ll bar the door.”

      “Where are we?” Adyn asked.

      “This is the Forca Estate,” Rhoa replied, recalling her last visit quite well.

      “How did you know this was on the other side of the wall?” Narine asked, looking at Jace.

      He chuckled while dropping a thick board into the brackets inside the barn doors. “Do you really want to know?”

      The princess sighed. “I suppose not.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      Rawk stared at the horses and shook his head. “I don’t know what to do. I had never ridden until we were captured.”

      “I’ll help you,” Algoron said. “I learned to ride a few years ago. It’s not so bad.”

      They each selected a horse, Salvon helping Rhoa to secure the saddle and set the bridle. The barn doors rattled as someone tried to open them. Voices came from outside, calling for help.

      “I suspected our entrance was too noisy,” Jace said as he strapped the packs to one horse before grabbing the lead of another. “Let’s go.”

      They led the horses through the opening, the mounts having to dip their necks to make it through. Once outside, they each mounted their steed. Except Narine, who just stared at her horse.

      “What’s wrong?” Jace asked.

      “I’m wearing skirts.”

      “So?”

      She gave him a withering look. “How thoughtful of you.”

      “Listen, I know it’s not ideal, but we need to get away, and we need to hurry.”

      With a groan, she climbed onto the horse and clumsily swung a leg over. Her skirts rode up, exposing her lower legs and the bracelet she had acquired.

      “Nice legs.” Jace smiled.

      Narine narrowed her eyes at him.

      “And I’m proud of you,” he added.

      “For what?”

      “For not complaining. I would have if it were I.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      “I’m afraid they will have guards at the gates by now,” Jace said, still addressing Narine. “Can you mask us the way you did back at Starmuth?”

      “I could not handle so many before.” She gestured toward the gold band encircling her ankle. “Now I can manage it with ease.”

      “Brilliant,” he said with a smile. “Adyn, hand me Despaldi’s sword. I have an idea.”
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        * * *

      

      “Nobody leaves the city without a thorough inspection,” Sergeant Quiam shouted to his guards, twenty strong, all lined up just inside the north gate. “You have a list of names and descriptions of the murderers. I expect you to have memorized it. Anyone suspicious is to be detained until Captain Despaldi has cleared them. Also, watch for the stolen amulet and bracelet.” He stared into their eyes, barely visible in the pale light of predawn. “Understood?”

      “Yes, sir!” the guards replied with one voice and a fist to their breastplates.

      A small crowd had gathered in the square inside the city gate, some warily eyeing the line of guards blocking the exit. Quiam knew others had noticed that the Tower of Devotion had gone dark. It had been over a century since Malvorian had risen to the throne. Without a wizard lord, a sense of uncertainty hung in the air. The Immolation of Darkening was less than a week away. Quiam thought it couldn’t come soon enough.

      With a glance toward the lightening sky, he called out, “Open the gate!”

      A bell rang. The guards in the tower beside the gate began cranking the massive wheel, raising the portcullis. The chains clinked and clanked as they wound about the wheel, the gate rising slowly.

      A cluster of travelers entered the city – three men on horseback, a farmer and his wife in a wagon, a trader with a two-wheeled cart, and two women on foot. The guards ignored those people, focusing on those attempting to leave Marquithe.

      The rumble of approaching hooves drew Quiam’s attention. At the fore of a small group of Midnight Guard was his captain. The man slowed as he neared the gate, the riders behind him doing the same.

      “Captain!” Quiam thumped his chest, his eyes narrowing as he looked at Despaldi. “Are you all right? You look a bit off.”

      “Of course I’m not all right,” Despaldi growled. He lifted his sword, the man’s distinctive falchion drawing everyone’s attention as he eyed it and sneered. “I was attacked and nearly died last night. My lord is dead, and the assassins are on the loose!”

      Quiam blinked at the man’s anger. Even his voice sounds off. He must be under duress. “Well, we are prepared to guard the south gate. None shall pass without thorough inspection.”

      “Very good, Sergeant.” Despaldi nodded, his gaze sweeping across the men. “I am going to inspect the outer perimeter to make sure there has been no breach to the wall. It would do little good if we focused on the gates and ignored other possibilities.”

      Quiam’s brow furrowed. “But the walls are eight feet thick and a hundred feet tall. They have stood for millennia and have never been breached.”

      The captain’s glare turned to Quiam. “Have you considered a tunnel? Have you not heard they have dwarfs among them?”

      “I… I heard but figured it was just an oddity in the description. There is no such thing as a dwarf.”

      Two of the Midnight Guard snickered, but Despaldi held up a palm and they quieted. “Don’t doubt they exist just because you have never seen one. Trust me, they are real and possess magic unlike any other. Crafting a tunnel under the wall is nothing to their kind.”

      Quiam nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      The captain lowered his blade and gripped the reins. “Remember, Sergeant. Nobody passes until cleared.”

      “You can count on us, sir!” With a thump to his chest, Quiam stepped back.

      The captain and his six guards rode past, along with a horse loaded with full packs. Quiam frowned at the packs, wondering why the man needed supplies for a short ride around the city. The thought was interrupted by a disturbance near the gate.

      “This is ridiculous,” a man shouted as two guards grabbed him by the arms. “I have done nothing wrong.”

      Quiam walked toward the man and the guards holding him. “What is this about?”

      The man went on to explain he was just a trader, heading to Starmuth. Short with dark hair and dark eyes, he matched the description of one of the assassins. However, Quiam knew Jerrell Landish, and this man was not the thief.

      “This isn’t Landish, and none of the other descriptions are close to matching this man’s appearance.”

      He turned and looked over the others lined up to leave the city. It would be a long day.
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        * * *

      

      Despaldi’s wounds had been shallow and within Bromilda’s abilities to repair. Healed but still exhausted, he departed from the palace stables with a contingent of Midnight Guard riding behind him. He had procured a longsword from the palace armory, but he missed his old blade. Auger was unique, the falchion a sword unlike any other.

      Dawn was fast approaching, and he hoped they would not be too late. However, when they reached the thief’s apartment, they found it empty, the place gutted as if the man had been burglarized. He suspected Landish had taken everything he might need before fleeing the city.

      The first light of dawn broke over the city when Despaldi and his men reached the south gate. As planned, it was heavily guarded, and Sergeant Adderly appeared to have things well in hand. Nobody would leave the city without being questioned and compared to the descriptions of the perpetrators. While finishing up with Adderly, two of the Midnight Guard rode in to report a disturbance at the Forca Estate.

      Eight horses had been stolen, taken away through an opening in a brick wall a foot thick. Immediately, Despaldi suspected the dwarfs. Rather than visit the Forca stables, he and his men rushed to the north gate. As they passed through the waking city, he considered the situation and what Landish and the others might do next. With the possession of the horses, should they somehow escape the city, they would travel fast. At the same time, the animals would make it more difficult for the conspirators to escape notice.

      The north gate came into view, a line of travelers extending through the square, including three wagons, a few riders on horseback, and dozens of others on foot, all waiting to leave the city. Quiam’s guards were busy, inspecting each set of travelers before allowing them through the gate. Despaldi spotted Quiam and rode toward the man, slowing as he drew near.

      “Quiam!” he called to him.

      The sergeant, a short, stocky man with dark hair and a thick mustache, approached with a fist to his breastplate. “Captain, I didn’t expect you back so soon.” He frowned. “Did you abandon your plan to inspect the walls?”

      “What are you talking about, Quiam?” he replied with a scowl.

      “Your search of the perimeter. You can’t have circled the entire city so soon.”

      “Who told you I was searching the perimeter?”

      “You… You did, sir.”

      “When did I tell you this?”

      “Maybe ten minutes ago. Fifteen at the most.”

      Despaldi turned this information over in his head, thinking the man daft at first, then came to another conclusion, one he dreaded. “How many guards were with me when I told you this?”

      The sergeant’s gaze shifted to the guards on horseback. “Less than this. Perhaps six or seven?” His frown deepened. “Where is the pack horse?”

      “There was a pack horse, as well?”

      “Yes. Of course. Don’t you remember?”

      Despaldi sighed. “A wizardess was among the perpetrators. She must have cast an illusion spell.”

      Quiam’s brow furrowed. “An illusion, sir?”

      “Yes!” Despaldi shouted in anger. “Where did they go?”

      “Who, sir?”

      “Me… Well, the other version of me. Where did I go?”

      Quiam pointed toward the gate. “You rode out and turned to circle around the western wall.”

      With a growl, Despaldi kicked his horse forward. Guards and people on foot scrambled out of the way as he rode past and through the gate.

      I hate that damned thief.
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      Every wizard in Fastella was gathered in the Guild Hall, even the wizardesses. Parsec sat on the dais at the front with Lang standing beside him, the guard dressed in leather armor with a shield on one arm, his other hand resting on the pommel of his sword. The instructions Parsec had given him were clear – be ready for anything. After all, it had only been hours since Parsec had buried his wife in his own back yard.

      A buzz of conversation filled the hall. Rumors of war and Gilda’s death were the topics of the moment. Parsec doubted the prior, could not forget the latter.

      The door burst open and Klondon strolled in, the bodyguard’s war axe in his hand, his dark glare sweeping the room. When Prince Eldalain entered, Klondon followed him down the aisle. Two Indigo Hounds stepped in next, closing the doors and standing beside them. Parsec wondered whether they were intended to bar entry or exit. Perhaps both.

      Eldalain reached the front of the room and climbed the three-foot-tall dais. Parsec stood and glared at the man. He had never liked Eldalain. The current situation had twisted dislike into disdain.

      “I am sorry to hear about your wife, Parsec. You have my condolences.”

      Despite his wish to shout and launch an attack at the man, he forced a nod and a soft reply. “Thank you.”

      Eldalain turned toward the silent crowd. Raising his voice, he said, “Thank you all for coming on such short notice. I have news, grave and of an urgent nature.”

      What is this? Parsec wondered.

      “A messenger arrived two days ago. It appears that Farrowen seeks to conquer Ghealdor. Starmuth has already fallen, and the army marches north with Fastella in their path.”

      Exclamations of shock, anger, and doubt burst from the crowd. In spite of himself, Parsec shouted, “Stop!” He waited a beat as they turned toward him. “Stop and listen. Let’s hear what the man has to say.”

      Eldalain nodded. “Thank you, Parsec. You saved me the trouble.” The prince then turned toward the wizards of Fastella. “Yes, it has been many centuries since another wizardom has attempted to sway the balance of power. However, Malvorian’s hunger for supremacy has altered the situation. It could not be coincidence that his armies were ready to attack immediately after my father’s demise. I believe he was in league with my sister. Together, they plotted Taladain’s murder. Without a wizard lord to protect Fastella, they seek to take the city by force and place Narine on the throne.” He stepped forward, his voice lowering, his tone darkening. “You all know what occurs when a wizardess possesses the power of a god.”

      Gasps and exclamations came from the crowd, followed by whispers. Parsec didn’t need to hear them to know the name on their lips. Pherelyn.

      A question nagged at Parsec, begging for an answer. “You tell us Starmuth has fallen. What of Charcoan? Is he dead?”

      To Parsec’s surprise, Eldalain laughed. He then turned toward the crowd and shook his head. “No, Charcoan Kayal is very much alive. Unfortunately, he has sided with Malvorian.” His voice grew to a shout, filled with anger. “The man handed our city to another wizard lord without a fight!” With his finger pointed toward the door, he continued shouting. “He now marches with them! The man who plead fealty to my father and Ghealdor now comes to attack our fair city!”

      “Wizards don’t join armies!” someone shouted from the crowd.

      Eldalain laughed. “They do now. Malvorian has forced the entire Marquithe Wizards Guild to fight alongside his soldiers.”

      The statement stunned the wizards and wizardesses in the crowd. Parsec sat heavily, defeated. There was no way to prevent martial law now. Doomed to cede control of the guild to Eldalain, he set his mind toward another pursuit.

      I will find the man who killed Gilda. When I do, I will extract blood.
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        * * *

      

      The march from Starmuth to Fastella took a full week. To Garvin, it seemed to take twice as long.

      With the addition of Charcoan and his guards, the army had swollen to six thousand, much better than losing good soldiers, and possibly wizards, in a battle to capture Starmuth. Diplomacy had worked. Charcoan had turned his back on Eldalain in response to a simple offer of more power. It makes me wonder if any wizard can be trusted, Garvin thought. From what he had seen, turning against their brethren for their own advantage was second nature. At the same time, he had yet to see any wizard, other than Charcoan, be of any use.

      As with other great cities, the walls of Fastella were visible miles away. Slowly, those walls drew closer and closer as the army eased its way north. The plan was to camp south of the river and wait. For what, Garvin was unsure. Henton wouldn’t say.

      Positioned with Henton and Charcoan at the front of the army, Garvin was among the first to reach the area where they were to camp – a series of small glades interrupted by clusters of trees. The space was too small to contain them all, so he expected many to camp in the farmer’s fields farther to the south, where cows lazily grazed. The area smelled of manure, the sea breeze carrying the odor southwest. He suspected the infantry would be stuck in those fields. Infantry always got the worst of a campaign, from having to walk to having to throw themselves at an enemy with little to no hope of survival. Garvin did not envy them.

      Henton stopped as the road turned toward the river. Charcoan, Garvin, the standard bearer, and Henton’s lieutenants settled their horses. All fell quiet as they stared at the city.

      An arching bridge stood before them, spanning the river and connecting the island city to the south bank. Across the river, an identical bridge connected Fastella to the north shore. Without a boat, there was no other means to reach the city. Worse, the portcullis was closed and hundreds of soldiers stood on the tall walls of the great city.

      “This could get ugly,” Charcoan said.

      “I expect so,” Henton replied. “You thought it unlikely Eldalain would join us.”

      Charcoan snorted. “I’ve known Eldalain for twenty years. He would sooner burn Fastella to the ground than capitulate.”

      Henton arched a brow at the wizard. “Yet you didn’t have the same qualms.”

      “I said I know him. I didn’t say I was like him.”

      “I’ve been wondering, what drove you to join us so quickly?” Garvin asked.

      Without turning toward him, Charcoan replied while his narrowed eyes stared at the city. “I am a realist and see little benefit in chasing something unattainable.”

      Henton pulled his helmet off and wiped his brow. It was hot. “Is that why you never challenged Taladain?”

      “Eldalain is why I never challenged Taladain. As well as the desire to live and fight another day.”

      Wise words, Garvin thought. “What makes this situation different?”

      Charcoan laughed. It was an unsettling sound. “I believe we have a chance to win.”

      Garvin shook his head. “Not unless we can get into the city.”

      “True,” Henton nodded. “Which is why that is our next objective.”
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        * * *

      

      It was late, the streets quiet as Rindle stepped from the brothel and doused the red-tinted lantern out front. Herrod and Cordelia had left via the sewers, the big man escorting her home. The girls inside were off to bed. Rindle was exhausted and longed for sleep.

      He walked down the street, through shadows cast by the bright moon. His walk was short, for the location used for tonight’s business was a mere two streets over from his apartment.

      Three days had passed since he killed the wizardess. Word of the deed had spread rapidly, creating a buzz across the city and striking fear into the hearts of the gentry. Rindle had lived his entire twenty-eight years in Fastella, and it was only the second murder of a wizard he could recall. The previous one occurred just a few years earlier when one of Cordelia’s men used arson to settle a grudge. That event had gone poorly, stirring Taladain’s anger and forcing the wizard lord to enact new regulations. Those regulations almost crushed the Thieves Guild. Cordelia had punished the man behind the scheme, his body parts posted in dens throughout the city as a message. This time was different.

      Not only was Rindle now in Cordelia’s good graces, the woman had proclaimed him the most valued member of the guild. Her glowing praise inflamed his pride. Perhaps she will stop mentioning Landish now. The man hadn’t worked for her in over a decade, yet she had never stopped using him as an example for other thieves to emulate. Jerrell’s recent return to the city only made it worse. How was he able to kill Taladain anyway? The man’s fame had grown from such an outrageous achievement, but Rindle’s flamboyant act of not just killing Gilda Parsec, but the entire household had everyone in the guild talking about him instead of Jerrell Landish. Rindle savored every single drip of conversation with his name included.

      At the second intersection, he turned. The alley to his apartment was narrow and dark. Five steps in, he heard a noise. He spun about, his rapier in one hand, an enchanted, glowing disk in the other.

      “There you are,” a man said, his cloaked silhouette standing at the alley entrance, just beyond the light of the disk.

      Something struck the back of Rindle’s head. The world went black.
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        * * *

      

      Pain. It raged through Rindle’s body, forcing his back to arch and his fists to clench until his nails bit into his palms. It was a heated, vibrating agony, leaving him panting when it finally stopped.

      He opened his eyes. Startled and shaken, he blinked and winced at the pounding in his head. It felt like it might burst.

      His blurred vision slowly cleared. He was sitting, his neck arched back so he stared at the ceiling. An oddly familiar chandelier hung above him, a rope tied to it…the same rope connected to his neck.

      He gasped and raised his head. Two men stood before him. Men he recognized.

      “There you are,” Parsec said from a stride away.

      The wizard’s bodyguard stood beside him, caressing the hilt of his blade, his face a menacing scowl.

      His throat dry, Rindle’s voice croaked, “Parsec.”

      They were in the same room where Rindle had killed Parsec’s wife. The bed had been pushed aside, and Rindle was tied to a chair below the chandelier where he had hung her body.

      The wizard grinned, the expression lacking any semblance of humor. “I was certain you would recognize me.” His grin fell away. “Did you recognize Gilda, as well?”

      A lump solidified in Rindle’s throat. He swallowed hard. The wizard’s big bodyguard held a blade ready – a dagger with a jagged edge. Rindle tried to move, but ropes dug into his chest, his wrists, and his ankles. He knew he was in serious trouble. The same instinct told him there was only one way out.

      Rindle cleared his dry throat. “If you found me, you must know who I work for. She won’t be pleased if something happens to me.”

      Parsec chuckled. “If you expect me to respond to threats, you will be sadly disappointed. I have no fear from Cordelia or her army of misfits.” The man leaned forward and held a hand out, his fingers crackling with sparks of magic as Rindle tried to shy away. “I lead the Wizards Guild. If I choose to do so, I have the power to destroy that woman, along with you and the rest of your lot.”

      The air around the man’s hand snapped and popped. Rindle felt the heat of it and realized he was holding his breath.

      Finally, he managed to speak. “Please, don’t kill me.”

      The man pulled back and laughed, his bodyguard laughing with him.

      “Are you sure you got the right man, boss?” the big bodyguard asked. “He seems more of a mouse than a murderer.”

      Parsec crossed his arms, lips flattening into a thin line. “Oh, he is definitely the one. He killed my guards, executed my staff, and murdered my wife.”

      His heart thumping, Rindle explained, “It was just business. I was ordered to kill them. It was nothing personal.”

      Parsec leaned forward and jabbed a finger into Rindle’s breastbone again, and again, and again, punctuating every word. “You killed my wife! How can that not be personal?”

      Desperate, Rindle’s gaze flicked about the room, searching for a way out. He clenched his eyes shut and willed himself to wake. Please let this be a nightmare. He then felt a warmth in his crotch.

      “What’s that smell?” Parsec asked, his face twisting.

      “It looks like he wet himself,” the bodyguard laughed.

      The wizard shook his head. “I can’t believe my wonderful wife died at the hands of this coward.”

      The word struck a chord, something rising up inside Rindle, dousing his fear and stroking his anger.

      “I am not a coward!” he shouted vehemently, surprising even himself.

      The wizard’s eyes narrowed. “So you say.”

      “I am not.” Rindle closed his eyes for a beat, then opened them. “What do you wish of me?”

      Parsec nodded. “I offer you the chance to choose how you die.”

      “I… I don’t wish to die.”

      “We all die. It is how we do it that matters.” Parsec sat on a chair and crossed his legs, his eyes never leaving Rindle. “You have two options. The first…” He gestured toward the rope, “your life ends as you ended Gilda’s – swinging by your neck.”

      “And the other choice?” Rindle squeaked.

      Parsec sat forward with his elbows on his knees, his eyes narrowed, piercing Rindle’s soul. “You kill the man who hired you to kill my wife.”

      Rindle blinked, taken aback. “You want me to kill Eldalain?”

      Parsec clapped his hands together loudly, the sound echoing in the silent room. “I knew it!” Clenching his fists, he stood and began pacing, his face twisted in a sneer. “That arrogant slime. He knew the others would bend to his will when they heard of what happened here. He knew they would be loath to risk their own lives and defy him.”

      Rindle groaned, realizing he had just broken the secrecy of a contract. If Parsec didn’t kill him, either Cordelia or Eldalain would.

      The wizard stopped and glared at Rindle. “Will you do it?”

      “Do what?” he muttered. I am so dead.

      “Kill Eldalain?”

      Rindle blinked at the statement, taking a moment to process it before replying. “You want to take out a contract on the prince?”

      Parsec sat again. “Exactly. A contract, but in this case, the reward, whether you succeed or fail, is your life. I’ll only allow you to walk out of here if you promise to kill Eldalain. If you attempt to leave the city before he is dead, I’ll consider the contract broken, the payment due.”

      As an exceptional wizard, Eldalain was already dangerous. With an army to protect him, killing the prince would be nearly impossible.

      Rindle shook his head. “How am I supposed to kill him? He might be the most powerful wizard in the city. In all of Ghealdor. He is protected by guards and…and that beast Klondon is always with him. Always.”

      Leaning back, Parsec glanced toward the bodyguard hovering over him, the man giving a shrug. “How you do it is immaterial to me. I just need him out of the way, and I need it done soon.” Parsec grinned. “You don’t have to do it. I gave you a choice.”

      The bodyguard tugged on the rope. Rindle squawked as his neck stretched, the rope digging into it. With the rope held tight, Rindle’s eyes bulged, fixed on Parsec’s face as he leaned close. Parsec gripped the noose, loosening it before sitting back. The tension released and Rindle coughed, gasped, and blinked away his tears.

      “What will it be, Rindle?” the wizard asked. “The rope or the prince?”

      “All right. I’ll do it,” he said through ragged breaths. “But once Eldalain is dead, and if I somehow survive, we are even.”

      Parsec leaned close, his clenched fist inches from Rindle’s face. “If you do it and survive, I will let you live. However, you and I will never be even.”
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      The sun was somewhere beyond the western horizon, and stars were emerging in the east. It had been a long day of riding after a night without sleep. Narine’s backside and thighs ached, and she longed to get off the horse. Somehow, she was able to suppress her complaints. Everyone had agreed the greater distance they put between themselves and Marquithe, the safer they would be. Despaldi and his men were likely to do everything possible to see them dead after what had happened.

      Turning in the saddle, she looked back at Adyn riding a few lengths behind, her jaw set in determination. Rhoa rode alongside Adyn, with Rawk and Algoron sharing a horse in the rear. Each of them appeared in as much discomfort as Narine, none saying a word about it.

      Narine’s gaze shifted to the man riding to her right, then the one to her left. Salvon and Jace had, somehow, assumed leadership of the group. At the first fork, not more than twenty miles south of Marquithe, the two men had argued about which direction to ride. Eventually, Salvon had won out, since his route was the quickest way to Illustan. So they took a road heading southwest, into the mountain range that formed the southern Farrowen border. Narine didn’t care which way they chose. She just longed for a soft bed.

      The weather continued to shift as they journeyed south and climbed in elevation. By late afternoon, the breeze became a cold wind, forcing everyone to don their travel cloaks. Now nightfall, Narine kept clutching her cloak tightly against her chest. The dress beneath it was not meant for cooler climates, and riding left her bare legs exposed below the knee.

      When they crested a rise, Jace drew his horse to a stop. The others did the same, the entire party clustering on the road.

      “You promised we would reach an inn by nightfall.” Jace glared at Salvon, the thief’s face lit by pale moonlight.

      Salvon shook his head. “No. I promised we would sleep in a soft bed tonight.”

      Jace snorted. “You have a way of twisting words, old man. Where is the inn?”

      “Not far now.” Salvon pointed south. “That rise is called Giant’s Ridge. The inn on the ridge is quite nice. I have stayed there on many occasions.”

      Everyone looked toward the silhouette of land where Salvon pointed. It was dark, but Narine still guessed it was another five miles away.

      Jace sighed. “All–”

      He stopped suddenly and looked east. Narine frowned and turned to find both Rawk and Algoron also facing in that direction. Then she heard it. A slow thump, thump, thump sounded in the night, drawing closer. The sound came from above, her eyes trying to locate the source. Louder and louder the sound grew until a shadow passed before the moon. They just knew it was something with wings, something big. Then it was gone.

      “What was that?” Rawk asked, his tone laced with fear.

      “I have no idea,” Jace said.

      “That was a creature of legend.”

      They all turned toward Salvon.

      “Something has changed,” the old man said. “I have felt it all day.”

      “Felt what?” Jace said. “All I feel is a sore backside and an empty stomach.”

      The old man’s tone shifted to one of musing. “There has been a change in the balance of magic. This balance… It is a fickle thing with varied consequences. There are prophecies warning of such a shift.”

      Jace pointed toward the sky. “What do magic and prophecies have to do with an oversized bird?”

      “That was no bird,” Rhoa said.

      Narine nodded in agreement. She didn’t know what creature had flown over them, but it didn’t look like a bird.

      “What was it then?”

      “I already told you. A creature of legend.” Salvon kicked his horse into a trot. “Come along. You wanted a bed for the night.”

      Guided by moonlight, they rode down the pale, paved Farrowen road for another twenty minutes before the lanterns of Giant’s Ridge came into view. A cluster of two dozen buildings stood below a dark ridgeline. Between the buildings and the ridge was a creek, the rush of water occupying the gaps between horse hooves clopping on the paved road.

      Salvon pulled up before a log building, dismounted, and tied his mount to a post. A trough of water and piles of hay waited beside the post. Narine and the others secured their horses to the post and collected their packs and belongings. It felt good to stretch. Judging by everybody’s groans as they followed Salvon inside, Narine wasn’t the only one who was sore.

      The inn’s interior was similar to the exterior, log walls and posts and exposed beams. There was no bar and fewer than a dozen tables, only three of which were occupied. A rock fireplace covered half the wall at the far end of the dining room, a flickering fire burning in the arched opening.

      “Everyone find a seat. I will speak with the owner,” Salvon said before disappearing through a door at the rear of the room.

      The tables were small, so Jace and Rhoa pushed two together, creating enough seating for seven. For how good it had felt to stretch her legs, Narine was surprised at the relief of sitting in a chair. She had never realized how tiring it was to ride for long periods of time.

      Salvon reappeared, followed by a short, balding man with a thick beard. Salvon introduced him as Humberto, the owner of the inn. He was a middle-aged man with a large stomach, his tunic stretched to contain it. Walking with one hand against his lower back, the man led them toward the rear of the building. There were four rooms and only one was occupied. Salvon had procured the remaining three for the evening – the largest of which was for the women, another for Rawk and Algoron, the last for him and Jace.

      After storing their things, the group returned to the dining hall and sat in quiet conversation while waiting for their meals. The other tables emptied soon afterward, one couple retiring to their room, the others leaving out the front door.

      Alone in the dining hall, Rhoa leaned toward Salvon. “When we saw that thing in the sky, you mentioned a shift in magic. What does it mean?”

      The old man smiled. “You were always a clever girl.”

      He ran his hand down his beard, his eyes narrowed as if seeking the right words. Everyone watched, waiting. The crackling fire was the only sound in the room.

      After a full minute of contemplation, Salvon replied. “Think on this… The world is run by wizard lords, each with the power of a god. There are only eight wizardoms, so eight men of such power. Their magic greatly outstrips ordinary wizards, of which there are not so many.” He looked at Narine. “How many wizards would you say live in all of Ghealdor?”

      She frowned and considered what she knew. “There can be no more than fifty adult wizards and wizardesses in Fastella, likely half the population for the entire wizardom.”

      Salvon nodded. “Exactly.”

      Jace rolled his eyes. “You do enjoy riddles, don’t you? Are you going to explain yourself, or do you expect us to guess at what comes next?”

      The storyteller chuckled. “Very well. What has occurred over the past few weeks?”

      Rhoa replied, “Taladain died.”

      “So did Malvorian,” Adyn added.

      “Precisely,” Salvon said.

      Narine gasped at the realization. “The death of a wizard lord is a rare thing. Two dying in such a short period of time is unprecedented.”

      Salvon added, “The full Darkening in Marquithe won’t occur for another five days. Until then, a new wizard lord cannot be crowned. Worse, it will be many weeks before the next Darkening returns in Fastella.” His gaze swept across the faces at the table. “With the power a wizard lord holds and two thrones empty at the same time, wouldn’t it alter the balance of magic in the world?”

      Narine nodded. The man had a point. Devotion had ceased in Ghealdor and Farrowen, the flow of magic reduced from a river to a trickle. She had never considered the consequences of such a shift.

      The owner of the inn, along with a woman Narine guessed was his wife, entered the room. One carried a tray filled with meat pies, the other a pitcher of water and a steaming pitcher of gravy. The couple served them, placing a gravy-covered pie before each seat, then left the room. Normally, an entire pie was more food than Narine could consume, but not on this day. She and everyone else ate with fervor, nobody speaking until their plates were cleaned. Sated, she leaned back and stared into the fire.

      Less than a season ago, Narine had been a student at the University in Tiadd, training to become a master wizardess. She had structure, a goal to pursue. The goal had been achieved, and she returned to Fastella. That was where things had begun to spin out of control.

      Caught between her distant father and power-hungry brother, Narine had found herself trapped in a dangerous situation. She wondered what might have happened had her father not been killed. Worse, she feared what her brother would have done to her if she had not fled the city.

      What will he do if the Farrowen Army attacks Fastella? What of the citizens? How many will die?

      She was concerned for her city and her people, fearful of what might happen should Fastella fall. Worse, she wondered what would happen should her brother rise to the throne.

      “Are you all right?”

      Narine blinked and turned toward Jace. He placed his hand on hers. She looked around and noticed only he and Adyn remained, the others heading toward the rooms at the back of the inn.

      “Yes.” She shrugged. “I was just thinking.”

      “You’re concerned about the Ghealdan Army,” Adyn said knowingly.

      “I am. I worry that many innocents will die in this power struggle – caught between the Farrowen Army and my brother.”

      “Fair assumption.” Jace said. “From what I have seen, rulers put little thought into how their actions affect others.”

      Adyn snorted. “You are a thief. Don’t your actions affect others?”

      “There are rules in my profession. A Thieves Guild without guidelines is doomed, sure to draw the ire of the city rather than existing in harmony. Wizard lords don’t have such concerns. They do what they want to whom they wish, and none of us can do anything about it.”

      Narine turned back to the fire, staring into it as she spoke. “I believe such thinking is what ruined my father. As well as years of loss. Seven wives, twenty-six children, and countless others passed through his life and died, leaving him with only memories. Perhaps men weren’t meant to live so long. Perhaps they lose their humanity, squeezed by human suffering on one side and the lure of unlimited, unchallenged power on the other.”

      Jace squeezed her hand, drawing her attention. “Would you care to go for a stroll? Perhaps some fresh air before bed will help clear away those heavy concerns.”

      Narine glanced toward Adyn, seeing her smirking. Arching a brow, Narine asked, “No objections?”

      “From me?” Adyn said. “Why would I object?”

      Narine snorted. “You rarely allow me out of your sight.”

      “You are a master wizardess and can take care of yourself. Isn’t that what you tell me?”

      “Yes, but…” Narine’s gaze flicked to Jace, then back to Adyn. “It wasn’t long ago you would watch Jace as if he were a wolf about to raid a henhouse.”

      “That was before.”

      “Before what?”

      “Before I grew to like him.”

      Jace smiled. “You like me?”

      “You have your faults, but you did save us from Charcoan’s men back in Starmuth and have proven your integrity multiple times since.”

      A hurt look appeared on his face. “You take that back.”

      Adyn laughed and stood. “You two enjoy yourself. With all the craziness happening in the world, you had best grab a bit of happiness while you can.”

      The bodyguard turned and walked away, leaving Narine alone with Jace. She felt nervous sweat trickle down her ribs. Her heart began racing, her breath increasing.

      He stood and pulled her to her feet, taking her hand and leading her toward the front door, Narine following in a daze.

      It was quiet outside, the sky dark and dotted by thousands of stars. Light from the full moon shone down, illuminating the roadway, which appeared as a pale ribbon stretching in both directions. Her hand still in his, they turned and headed south through the tiny, sleepy village.

      They reached the far end, the village giving way to a meadow, a split-rail fence dividing it from the road. In the distance, across the field, were dark silhouettes. The herd consisted of dozens of cattle, all standing still. One cow was far closer to the road than the others, its hide black, tail drooping lazily.

      Jace bent and scooped up a rock from the side of the road. He threw it, striking the lone cow in the rear, waking it and eliciting a mournful “moo”.

      “That wasn’t nice,” Narine chided.

      He gave her a sidelong look. “Watch.”

      The cow began crossing the meadow, strolling lazily toward the herd.

      “I figured it fell asleep, then the herd moved away, leaving this cow alone. It didn’t seem right. I woke the cow so it could join its family.”

      She blinked. “Huh.” That was actually…thoughtful.

      A gust of wind came from across the meadow, and Narine shivered. She had forgotten her cloak at the inn.

      “You are cold,” Jace said, placing his hand on her arm.

      She shook her head but knew he could feel the bumps on her skin. “It’s nothing.”

      “Nonsense.” He dropped her hand and put his arm about her, wrapping her inside his cloak.

      She felt the heat of him against her and didn’t mind his hand on her hip. In the past, she had fought against such closeness, especially from the opposite sex. Having grown up with neither physical affection nor adult role models to emulate, Narine had often recoiled from the advances of others. She was determined to do better, to allow herself to enjoy the contact. So she rested her head on his shoulder as they strolled down the road.

      His heart pounded, Narine felt it against her cheek, but his outward appearance was calm. She wondered if he were nervous or if his racing pulse was a reaction to her. She was unsure of which she might prefer.

      “I have been wishing we could spend time alone,” he said.

      They stopped. Anxiety twisted her stomach. Or is it anticipation? Perhaps both. Be bold, Narine. Take a chance.

      She lifted her head and looked at him, her voice breathless. “We are alone now.”

      His hand slipped along her cheek and into her hair until he held the back of her head. The other hand went to the small of her back, drawing her close. Their lips met, the kiss tender, lingering, repeating.

      Something inside her bubbled up. With unexpected urgency, she pushed her lips against his. He responded, opening his mouth, his tongue stroking hers. Rather than fight it, she embraced him more tightly, his firm body pressing against hers. It was bliss.

      A squawk, deep and throaty, echoed in the night, followed by a heavy thump.

      Narine opened her eyes and turned toward the sound.

      A hulking shape had landed in the middle of the meadow. The cow beneath it released a high-pitched “moo”, struggling as a beast twice its size grappled with it, tearing at the cow’s neck. The cattle across the meadow woke from the disturbance and burst into a stampede, racing into the forest. The cow under attack fell quiet, and the creature turned to give Narine her first good view of it.

      Standing the height of a horse but with a body twice the size, the monster had the head of a lizard, long and angular. Giant, bat-like wings stretched from its body, claws digging into the cow. It had only two legs and a long, curled tail with a crest down the spine.

      A dragon… They exist. Narine was frozen in shock, unable to comprehend the sight of the legendary beast.

      Jace grabbed her and pulled her to the ground between the road and the fence. She landed in the long grass with a grunt. His hand covered her mouth.

      “Shh,” he hissed, covering them both with his cloak.

      Silence.

      Heavy footsteps in the grass followed, drawing closer until she could hear the dragon’s breathing. Through a gap between the cloak and the grass, she saw the monster’s head blot out the sky. It stopped just shy of the fence and looked out into the night. The dragon’s jaw was covered with blood, nostrils flaring, eyes dark slits on a field of yellow.

      Narine held her breath, praying the monster would leave them.

      It released a huff and turned away. The thump of rapid steps followed, and she heard the beast tear into the cow. Jace lifted his head, watching the beast take flight, the heavy flapping of its wings like a pulse in the night. Half the cow dangled from its claws. It sailed out over the forest, then was gone.

      Jace looked down at her, the shock on his face slipping away and turning into a grin. “Since we are already lying together…”

      “Jace… We just saw a dragon, a beast from legend, tear a cow apart. It could have killed us.”

      “You don’t know if that was a dragon. And even if it was, why do I care?”

      Her voice rose in pitch and volume. “You want to bed me here in the grass just strides away from the poor, dead cow? What if the dragon returns? What if there are more of them?”

      His brow furrowed. “What if I promise to be quick?”

      Aghast, she grunted, “Ugh,” and pushed him off her. Rising to her feet, she began pulling strands of grass from her hair. “We need to go back and warn the others.”

      He lay in the grass, propped up on an elbow while looking up at her. With a sigh, he shook his head. “You are the most frustrating woman I have ever met.”

      She put her hands on her hips, waiting for him to stand. “Do you care for me?”

      Jace blinked as he shook debris off his cloak. “How can you ask that?”

      “Answer the question.”

      “Well, I thought it was clear.”

      “Why did you kiss me?”

      “Why all the questions?”

      “I want to know.” She arched a brow, waiting.

      He rolled his eyes. “Fine. I have been attracted to you from the moment we met. Since then, I have found other things about you I like. I thought… I guess I thought it might be worth the effort.”

      She smiled. “Was that so difficult?”

      “As for the kiss…” He held up a finger and pointed it at her. “It was you who kissed me.”

      “I did not.”

      “Did so.”

      Irritated, she glared at him. “Don’t worry. It won’t happen again.” Narine spun and stomped down the road, back toward the inn.
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      Rhoa was exhausted after a sleepless night followed by a long day in the saddle. She finished tugging the snarls from her dark hair and handed the brush back to Adyn. “Thanks for letting me borrow Narine’s brush.”

      Adyn accepted it and stuffed it into a pack as Narine burst into the room, panting, eyes haunted.

      “Follow me. We need to talk.” Narine spun and disappeared into the corridor before anyone could reply.

      Rhoa glanced at Adyn, who shrugged and walked out the door.

      In moments, the men had joined them in the dining hall, all seven surrounding the table they had occupied during dinner, everyone sitting save for Narine. Rawk and Algoron appeared heavy-eyed, probably already sleeping by the time Jace woke them. In contrast, Salvon seemed focused, evidently interested to hear why they had gathered so urgently. Oddly, Jace had his arms crossed, face locked in a scowl.

      Narine spoke first. “I suppose you are wondering why I called all of you together. This may sound unbelievable, but we just saw a dragon.”

      Rhoa’s jaw dropped, her eyes wide. Nobody else appeared fazed by the news.

      “Hmm,” Salvon said as he stroked his beard. “Rather than jumping to conclusions, I would like to hear the entire story.”

      “Yes, of course.” Narine sat and recited the tale of what she and Jace had seen.

      When finished, Salvon shook his head. “You did not see a dragon.”

      “You don’t believe me?”

      The old man chuckled. “I do believe your story, but the description of what you saw does not match a dragon.”

      Narine’s brow furrowed. “What was it then?”

      “I would guess a wyvern.”

      Rhoa asked, “What is a wyvern?”

      “They are smaller, less impressive relatives of dragons. They are reputed to hunt at night, their eyes overly sensitive to light. More importantly, they hunt by movement. If legend holds true, while remaining still, they will not notice you even when you are just strides away.”

      “That’s why it passed by us and attacked the cow. Jace and I were…” Narine’s gaze flicked to the thief. “We were not moving at the time.”

      Adyn arched a brow. “What were you doing?”

      Narine’s cheeks grew flush. She shook her head. “Never mind that. Don’t you see? We could have been killed by that monster. Where did it come from? How many more are out there?”

      “I explained about the shift in the balance of magic,” Salvon said. “Like dragons, wyverns are creatures of magic. I suspect others will appear as long as the balance remains shifted. As for how many…” He shook his head. “I cannot guess.”

      “Where did it come from?” Rhoa asked.

      “Good question, Rhoa.” Salvon’s eyes narrowed. “I recall stories mentioning a land of myth residing beyond the Great Peaks. Of course, that mountain range is so tall, nobody has ever crossed it. The air up there is too thin, causing you to faint before you can breach even a saddle between two peaks. Thus, I have never seen any evidence of such a place, but if monsters of legend have returned, they must come from somewhere. For a being who can fly, the Great Peaks are not so far away from here.”

      A silence fell over the room. Creatures of legend returning, Rhoa thought, her imagination conjuring up beings from stories she had heard from Salvon in years past. She could not stop herself from looking toward the window, wondering what other creatures might lurk in the night.

      “Something bothers me,” Jace said, breaking the spell. He pointed toward Salvon. “You mentioned these things, these wyverns, were smaller than dragons. This monster was still bigger than a horse, not including its wingspan. Just how big is a dragon?”

      “Now that is something I can answer.” Salvon smiled and touched the side of his nose with a nod. “I have been retelling stories of old for quite some time. Many of these involve dragons. In them, they are described to have a body the width of a carriage, the length twice that, not including the neck or tail. Unlike wyverns, they have four legs and can breathe fire. Most importantly, dragons are intelligent.”

      Rhoa and everyone else stared at the man, her imagining a giant, winged lizard, unable to comprehend how to face such a creature. Although the group soon retired for the evening, the worry of deadly, flying monsters weighed on her mind all night, her sleep troubled and sporadic, morning coming far too early.
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      Rhoa was already awake when she heard a knock on the door. Her bed was closest to it, so she got up. Rawk stood alone in the dark corridor. Rhoa could barely see him, save for a glint off the metal frames of his spectacles.

      He gave her a smile, his teeth barely visible. “Good morning, Rhoa.”

      “Hi, Rawk.” She glanced at the window. The haze of predawn light was visible. “It’s still dark out.”

      “Yes. Salvon suggests we leave early.”

      “Where is he?”

      “He and Jace are with Humberto, procuring food. They said we should meet out front.”

      “Very well. I will see you soon.” She closed the door and turned toward the room.

      “We heard,” Adyn said, sitting up and rubbing her eyes.

      “I hardly slept anyway,” Narine added.

      Rhoa knew how she felt.

      Ten minutes later, Rhoa, Narine, and Adyn exited the front of the inn, washed and ready to ride. Rhoa was hungry, but she knew the others were as well, so she kept it to herself.

      The sky grew light in the east, foretelling the sun’s impending appearance. Humberto sat on a bench on the front porch, one hand resting on his paunch and the other holding a long pipe. He took a deep toke and blew out a ring of smoke that drifted off on the easy breeze. Everyone else in Rhoa’s party was already outside, preparing for their departure.

      The saddlebags of the extra horse they had brought with them bulged, and Salvon helped Jace strap additional packs to the saddle. Rawk and Algoron stood there, watching the other two men work. When Rawk saw Rhoa, a smile appeared on his face. She found herself smiling in return. There was something about him, an innocence that made her feel better about herself.

      Rawk’s smile fell away. As one, he and Algoron turned north, looking down the road. Rawk walked to the roadway and squatted, placing his hand against the stones. A moment later, he stood and turned, his face reflecting concern.

      “Horses come this way. Perhaps a dozen. They approach fast and will be here soon.”

      Jace looked at Narine. “Despaldi. I am sure of it.”

      “Everyone mount up,” Salvon said loudly. “We must hurry.”

      Rhoa rushed to her horse, untying the mare from the hitch, turned her toward the road, and climbed into the saddle. As the others prepared to ride, she watched the road.

      The pale, stone-paved road ran north for a quarter mile before it disappeared, dipping into the valley they had crossed the prior evening. She glanced in the other direction, the road fading as it ran down into another valley. Farther south, purple mountains loomed.

      When Rhoa turned to look north again, riders crested the ridge. There were at least a dozen, perhaps more, riding at a gallop. Her heart leapt in her chest. “Here they come!”

      “Ride!” Salvon shouted as he kicked his horse into a gallop.

      Rhoa and the others followed the man’s lead, their steeds racing out onto the road and south. She looked back over her shoulder as the sun crested the horizon. Sunlight glinted off the armor of the riders behind them. They were Farrowen soldiers. The riders did not slow as they passed through the village.

      Rhoa bent low and urged her horse to run faster.
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      “Faster!” Despaldi shouted.

      They chased the perpetrators who had attacked and killed Malvorian. Perhaps worse, they had stolen his sword, a prize he had carried for fifteen years. He wondered if they had discovered the power Augur held.

      Although he continued to urge his horse forward, the stallion was flagging, lathered with sweat, snot coming from its flared nostrils.

      They reached a hillside and raced down, but his quarry outpaced him and his men. Before he reached the bottom, he pulled on the reins, slowing his steed.

      “Stop!” he yelled in defeat.

      The other riders halted their steeds and gathered around him as he watched his quarry fade behind the valley forest.

      A surge of frustration mounted and he drew the sword at his hip. With it, he whacked at an overhanging branch, again and again, sending leaves raining down until the branch broke and fell with a thud and rustle. Anger exhausted, Despaldi scowled at the blade – an ordinary longsword, nothing like his enchanted falchion.

      They had come so close. If he and his men had arrived just minutes earlier, the thief and his accomplices would have been captured or killed. Either result would have been fine, so long as justice was served.

      His lieutenant, Warrick, pulled up beside him. “The horses, Captain. If we push them any more, they will come up lame or even might collapse.”

      “I know,” Despaldi growled. “Why do you think I called for us to stop?”

      “The assassins are getting away,” said Froman. The man was big and adept with a blade but had the brains of a rock.

      Despaldi rolled his eyes and turned to Aradon, the only ranger in the group. The man was dark of hair, unshaven, and deeply tanned. He had the eyes of a hawk and rarely spoke. “Track them down, Aradon. They may break from the road rather than continue on to Illustan. Now that we have their trail, I will not lose them.”

      Aradon nodded. “Yes, Captain.”

      The ranger climbed off his horse and began to run down the road, his long, lanky legs covering the distance with little effort. In seconds, he faded from view.

      With a sigh, Despaldi climbed off his exhausted mount and began walking south. “Let’s find a stream and let the horses drink and rest. We’ll catch up to Aradon before nightfall.”
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      The Farrowen soldiers chased them for a few miles before their horses began to flag. Eventually, Rhoa looked backward and found the road empty. Only then did Salvon call for them to slow to a trot. The horses were heated, nostrils flaring with each breath. They slowed to a walk and rode up the side of a mountain pass, the road a series of switchbacks enveloped by trees. It was mid-morning when they crested and descended into another valley.

      At the valley floor, they stopped by a small stream for the horses to drink. Rhoa and the others drank their fill before refilling their waterskins. They then remounted and rode at a trot, intent on keeping distance between themselves and the Farrowen soldiers.

      Each saddle they crested revealed another set of mountains taller than the ones prior. At the top of the highest mountain pass, the paved road ended and turned to gravel.

      Salvon turned toward the others as his horse began down the gravel road. “This is the border to Pallanar.”

      The statement brought a hint of relief. The trouble in Ghealdor and Farrowen would be behind them. As far as Rhoa knew, nobody in Pallanar had it out for her or any of the others. She looked at Jace, wondering if he had upset anyone from the stern, southern wizardom. He had said nothing all day, instead scowling with occasional glances at Narine, who appeared equally upset. Rhoa guessed something other than the wyvern encounter had occurred the prior evening but resisted the urge to pry.

      An hour after entering Pallanar, Rhoa glanced west.

      Flickers of light through gaps in the trees showed the sun approaching the western horizon. It will be dark soon. Thoughts of the Farrowen soldiers faded, replaced by worries about the wyvern. Although Salvon insisted the beasts only fed at night, Narine’s description of the creature haunted Rhoa, and she wondered if other monsters might roam the countryside. Finally unable to take the silence, she nudged her horse forward until she rode beside Salvon.

      “It will be dark in less than two hours.”

      He gave her a sidelong look, his face reflecting amusement. “That is hardly a startling revelation.”

      She was irritated by his nonchalance. “What of the wyvern?”

      “I have a plan. There is a place not far away. We will stay there for the evening.”

      Relieved, Rhoa exhaled, then asked the other question that had been lurking all day. “What other creatures might appear with this shift in magic?” She swallowed hard. “Do others feed during the day?”

      The man shook his head. “I do not know if we will see others, but some must feed during the day. The question is, do they eat people?”

      Somehow, his response left Rhoa even more unsettled. Judging by the sweeping gazes of the others, they felt a similar unease.

      As they came to a downhill slope, Salvon stopped, turning his horse to face the others. “We will leave the road here.” Without waiting for a response, he directed his steed onto a narrow dirt trail and away from the road.

      Rhoa and the others followed, the riders having to duck beneath occasional low branches, the trail winding along a hillside as it ran northwest. After a few hundred feet, they emerged from the thick wood and began along a narrow hillside trail, the drop a few hundred feet to a ravine floor below, the surrounding trees coming in clumps of pines amid groves of aspen. The leaves had changed color, another sign of the shifting seasons.

      After a couple miles, the trail turned and ran through a valley between two tall peaks. The rush of flowing water arose, growing louder and louder until the trail met a swiftly running creek filled with rapids, rocks, and fallen trees, the water white where it met any obstruction. They rode along the creek, heading downhill as the forest grew darker and darker, the sun somewhere below the horizon. Night was closing in, and they were in a foreign forest without shelter. Nobody spoke, every shadow threatening as all eyes shifted about nervously before, inevitably, glancing up toward the darkening sky.

      Rhoa was not the only one worried about the wyvern.
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      The command pavilion was crowded, with men standing in clusters. Garvin stood with Henton and his lieutenants, watching as the wizards argued about how to break into Fastella. Forca shouted at Charcoan. Charcoan shouted at Forca and everyone else. None could agree on a way to get into Fastella. From what Garvin could tell, Charcoan had the most experience in wielding magic as a weapon. Still, the wizards were reluctant to share details, leaving Garvin wondering what was even possible.

      He leaned toward Henton and spoke softly, “Can’t they…you know…combine their magic?”

      Henton grunted. “If you think I know anything about magic, you are mistaken.”

      There was a time not so long ago when Garvin would have feared the wizards. Now he realized they were just a bunch of blowhards. Other than Charcoan, and possibly Palkan Forca, he wondered if any would even be of use.

      “It’s not possible,” Forca insisted. “Not unless we can get close to the wall. Even then, we must work in concert – something we have never before attempted.”

      Henton stepped between the two wizards. “How close do you need to be to destroy the gate?”

      Forca’s brow furrowed. “No more than ten strides away.”

      “If I were able to get you and a few others to the landing outside the gate?”

      “It might work, but how do you propose we do that? Archers wait on top of the wall. The moment we try to cross the bridge, they will rain death on us. It will be difficult to shield us all against arrows while also guarding against magic attacks and trying to destroy the gate. In the end, an arrow kills a wizard as easily as anyone else.”

      “True.” Henton nodded. “Let me figure out how to get you there safely. You just agree on a plan on how you will destroy the gate.”

      Forca glanced toward the other wizards gathered in the tent, each man looking around as if seeking support from the others. “We must practice a coordinated attack. The portcullis bars are thick and will require significant heat to damage.” He turned back toward Henton. “Give us a day to plan and prepare. You get us close, and we will destroy the gate.”

      The wizard spun and exited the tent, his fellow wizards from Marquithe hesitating briefly before following, leaving only Charcoan with the commanders.

      Henton turned toward him. “What do you think? Can they do it?”

      Charcoan shrugged. “Perhaps. However, the gate is Maker-made, the same as in other great cities. I am reluctant to guarantee anything when facing something that has stood for millennia.”

      A scout rode in on horseback, slowing and jumping from saddle before her mount had even settled. The woman strode toward them, her gaze fixed on Henton.

      Women rarely joined the Farrowen Army, and when they did, they often were assigned the positions of medics or scouts. Garvin was annoyed by the cultural prejudice. The northern wizardoms held no such prejudice. While in The Fractured Lands, he had fought beside women as brave and capable as any male soldier.

      The woman, athletic, dark hair tied in a tail, thumped her fist to her chest. “Ready to report, Captain.”

      Henton nodded. “What is it, Kierlene?”

      “The fleet from Shear approaches. They hugged the shoreline to remain hidden until they round the point. The ships will reach the harbor within the hour.”

      “It took Shillings long enough,” Henton muttered. “Send a replacement out to the point to monitor their approach, then get something to eat. Tell your replacement to wave the blue flag once the lead ships are within view.”

      Garvin waited until the woman turned and walked away before he asked, “Shillings is arriving by sea? Is that why we waited to attack?”

      Henton gazed toward the harbor beyond the city walls. “Among other reasons, yes. We will sit tight and wait until he nears the barricade. Once Shillings has the attention of Eldalain and his guards, we will attack.”
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        * * *

      

      Captain Fett Shillings stood on the quarterdeck beside Jenkins, his first mate, who manned the helm. The fleet eased around the point, and the island city of Fastella came into view.

      In an arc around the harbor sat a line of ships at anchor, creating a blockade. Shillings was not surprised. Henton and the North Garrison should have arrived before him, but if the blockade remained in place, the city still belonged to Eldalain. Although it was autumn, the weather was quite summer-like, and Shillings didn’t envy Henton’s position. The sun was high in the sky and it would be hot on land, while it remained wonderfully mild on the water.

      “Look, Captain,” a soldier shouted. “The blue flag.”

      Shillings followed where the man pointed and saw a man on shore, waving the blue flag of Farrowen from the top of a boulder. “It appears Henton has grown impatient. Just as well. Surprise is on our side if we strike quickly.” He turned to the third man on the quarterdeck. “Signal the fleet to strike. We will take the harbor and advance to the city. The three hammer-prows will take the lead. Once they carve a path through the blockade, the others will follow.”

      The soldier nodded and sorted through his flags. He raised and waved a blue and yellow checkered flag first, followed by a red one. Last came the black flag. Stand down, ram, and attack.

      Sails were trimmed, the fleet slowing save for the three ships with the modified prows. Those ships were lightly manned and served a single purpose – smash into and sink enemy vessels.

      Shillings watched the other ships float past in a triangle formation as they headed toward the heart of the blockade. Oars emerged from the hulls of the three ships. The sailors below decks leaned into them and the vessels gathered speed as they approached the blockade.

      The first ship struck the starboard side of a freighter with a mighty crack. The freighter wobbled, rocking back and forth. The two neighboring ships were struck by the other two rams, the collisions echoing across the water.

      The ships in the blockade appeared abandoned, not a single person in sight. Accordingly, Shillings felt little remorse when the ships were doused by naphtha. The three Farrowen ships backed away from the blockade, the sailors on the oars working feverishly. A sailor on the fore of each boat tossed a lit torch. When they struck, a wall of flames burst from each ship.

      Even before catching fire, the struck ships had listed, likely sinking. The fires would hasten the effort. All Shillings and his fleet had to do was wait.
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        * * *

      

      Prince Eldalain stood inside the uppermost room of the tower beside the south gate. The enemy army across the river appeared ready for something, armed and clustered near the bridge at the southern bank.

      Rapid footsteps coming from the stairwell drew his attention. A soldier soon appeared, panting from the climb.

      “Report,” Eldalain said as the man bowed.

      “Your Highness, an enemy fleet has appeared, twenty ships in total. They struck the blockade and will soon enter the harbor.”

      Captain Verd said, “If they breach the blockade, they will attack the gate.”

      “Let them,” Eldalain said.

      “Sir?”

      “Unless they have wizards among the ships, it will take time to get through. By then, Ilsup will strike.”

      Verd blinked. “Captain Ilsup?”

      Eldalain grinned. “Yes. He sailed from Dorban a few days ago. His ships are in a cove just to the north. They will strike the Farrowen fleet from behind. In the meantime, I want you to ride to the north gate. Have the soldiers there wait until the enemy reaches the end of the docks before they attack. I have a special welcome planned for our unwanted guests. If all goes as planned, the enemy will fall on its own sword, and we won’t lose a single man. Once the soldiers are trapped outside the city wall, we will strike while Ilsup attacks from the sea.”

      “Yes, my prince.” Verd bowed and disappeared down the stairs.

      Not even you know what waits for those men, Eldalain thought as he stepped onto the wall, trailed by Klondon and six Indigo Hounds. There, he found Sergeant McCanda, the man responsible for the archers manning the wall. McCanda had close-cropped red hair and a mustache to match, his skin ruddy, his cheeks round. Although aging and overweight, he had been a stellar archer in his youth. Eldalain just hoped the man hadn’t lost his edge.

      “Sergeant.” Eldalain waited a beat as McCanda turned toward him. “I want half the men to clear the wall. Send them into the tower. Their actions should appear rushed, panicked, as if needed elsewhere in the city. They are to remain out of sight until I give the command.”

      With a fist to his chest, McCanda replied, “It will be done, Your Highness.”
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        * * *

      

      A wizard appeared on the wall, distinctively dressed in purple robes and trailed by guards wearing purple capes. Garvin wondered if it was Eldalain. He is known for an aggressive nature. Would he oversee his own defenses personally? He squinted, watching with interest as the wizard had a brief discussion with a soldier before he turned and disappeared into the tower above the gate. Shouts, too distant to make out, and waving arms followed. Half the soldiers stationed on the city wall stirred, then disappeared into the tower. It’s as Henton said, Garvin thought. Shillings attacking the harbor is drawing troops away, forcing them to defend the north gate. A solid two-dozen soldiers remained on the wall, enough to cause serious harm, but a far less daunting force than what they would have faced otherwise.

      Six Thundercorps soldiers carrying a wagon bed emerged from camp, Garvin watching with narrowed eyes as the men drew closer. This had better work, he thought.

      Stopping just shy of the bridge, the soldiers set the wheel-less wagon down and began loosening their shoulders, some stretching to touch their toes. Even empty and with the wheels and axle removed, the wagon appeared heavy.

      Henton and Forca approached, trailed by Sihn Kurden, Parwick Durr, and Dermont Carlisle, the same three wizards who had attended the negotiation with Charcoan back at Starmuth. They were critical to the plan and, including Forca, were reputedly the most talented magic users in Marquithe.

      All four wizards gathered around Henton as the man outlined the plan. Forca’s jaw was set resolutely. Carlisle matched him, arms crossed over his chest. Kurden fidgeted and appeared to be seeking a place to hide. Durr leaned so hard on his cane Garvin thought it might collapse.

      The captain spun away from the wizards and walked toward Garvin. “Archers!” he called out. “Shields! Line up!”

      Twenty armored soldiers carrying over-sized shields lined up at the foot of the bridge. The same number of archers followed, forming a second level to the line.

      “Nock bows!” Henton shouted, the archers each drawing an arrow and fitting it into their longbow. “Advance with shields up.”

      The soldiers began marching up the arched bridge.

      “Wagon up!”

      The six men who had carried the wagon bed hoisted it above their heads. Led by Palkan Forca, the four wizards slipped between the men, ducking into the shade of the upside-down wagon. Both Forca and Carlisle were forced to remain in a crouched position.

      “Wagon, advance!”

      With the wagon as a giant shield, the soldiers carrying it and the wizards beneath advanced, trailing the archers by a dozen strides. Up and over the long, arching bridge, the small force advanced. Nothing happened until they neared the island shore.

      From the top of the wall, a volley of arrows rained down, striking shields in a series of clangs. A number of the falling missiles struck the wagon, some of them embedding into the wood, giving it the appearance of a massive pin cushion. No Farrowen soldier or wizard fell.

      Garvin shook his head. This might actually work.

      Still, he worried they had missed something.
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        * * *

      

      From the shadows of the tower interior, Eldalain watched an enemy squad advance, the first time anyone from the Farrowen Army had attempted a bridge crossing. It was a small force, led by shields and trailed by the oddest thing he had seen in combat – a wheel-less wagon.

      “They are using the wagon as a shield,” he mumbled to himself, the realization drawing a grin.

      The lead soldiers of the advancing force reached the landing where the bridge met the island. As he had instructed McCanda, the man shouted a command.

      “Loose!”

      The twenty-some archers who remained on the wall sent arrows down at the enemy, the missiles bouncing off the wall of shields and burying into the wooden wagon. No soldier fell. Soon afterward, the enemy paused, the shields lowering to expose the archers behind them.

      “Cover!” McCanda shouted just before a volley sailed up toward the top of the wall.

      The archers ducked, but one was too late. The man took an arrow in the face and screamed. He twisted, grappling for the arrow as he stumbled and fell over the edge. Eldalain couldn’t see him land but didn’t need to. The man was undoubtedly dead.

      The Farrowen shields raised again, the line parted as the wagon, like an oversized tortoise, crawled past. A familiar glow of magic came from the underside of the wagon.

      Wizards. They intend to use magic to destroy the gate. Eldalain couldn’t allow them to succeed. It is time.

      “Archers to the wall! Fire at will!” he shouted, waving to the soldiers huddled in the tower.

      The archers poured from the tower while those already on top of the wall scrambled to make room. Arrows began to rain down, the force below clustered beneath the shields to protect themselves.

      Eldalain embraced his magic, drawing it in until his skin glowed. He knew the wizards hiding beneath the wagon would sense his presence, but it would be too late. He stepped from the tower as the nearest archer sent an arrow toward the soldiers below. With a construct of foulfire surrounding his open palm, Eldalain poured his magic through it. A tube of flames blasted forth, enveloping the upside-down wagon. A hundred feet was a great distance for such a taxing spell, but Eldalain’s ring augmented his ability, making it possible. Even so, great effort was required, his jaw clenched, body shaking as he fed the flames. The wagon burst into fire and men screamed, soldiers tossing it aside and rolling on the ground, their armor and clothing ablaze.

      The four startled wizards were suddenly exposed. One held a shield in place, blocking the downpour of arrows. Eldalain called on his magic again, shifting the energy construct to something more targeted. With a crack, a bolt of lightning arced toward the wizards below.
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        * * *

      

      Garvin watched the assault unfold, curious to see if the wizards could truly cut through the gate as planned.

      Charcoan stepped forward, peering toward the tower near the gate. “I sense magic up there.”

      A moment later, the purple-robed wizard reappeared on top of the wall. From his hands, a magical roar of flames snaked down and swallowed the wagon.

      “By Farrow’s breath,” Henton muttered. “That must be Eldalain.”

      The soldiers tossed the burning wagon aside, half the men on fire, the other half running for their lives. A flurry of arrows fell, striking and killing the soldiers, multiple arrows buried in each.

      In the middle of it all were the four wizards. Hands held above their heads, the men backed away as arrows struck an invisible shield. A blinding bolt of lightning arced down toward the wizards with a thunderous crack. Garvin blinked furiously, trying to clear the spots before his eyes. The remaining soldiers ran toward the bridge, followed by a single wizard with his arms extended above him.

      Arrows followed until the soldiers reached the high point of the bridge. In that span, the number had been reduced to eight, Palkan Forca the lone wizard remaining. The men slowed as they reached the near end of the bridge, the four shieldmen and three archers panting for air, eyes wild. Across the river, the wagon burned, sending black smoke into the sky while the bodies of the three fallen wizards continued to smolder.

      “That was a disaster,” Forca said between gasps as he drew close to Henton. The man turned back and looked toward the wall. “If I hadn’t shifted the elements of my shield to ground lightning, I would be dead like the others.” He ran a hand through his hair and shook his head. Uncharacteristically, the man appeared shaken. “Eldalain is strong. Too strong. Nobody other than a wizard lord should be able to cast foulfire over such a distance.”

      Charcoan nodded. “It should not be possible, even for him.”

      It was the first time Garvin had heard the two men agree on anything.

      “We just lost over thirty soldiers and three of our best wizards,” Henton said, still staring at the burning remains. “Perhaps Shillings will fare better.”

      .
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        * * *

      

      The last of the three blockade ships sank below the water, disappearing in a spray of bubbles, smoke, and steam.

      “Through the opening, Jenkins,” Shillings said, the man relaying signals for the crew to unfurl the sails. The captain then turned toward the flagman. “Signal the others to follow. We will land and storm the gate.”

      “Sir,” Jenkins said, “the gates of Fastella are massive and have stood for centuries. How do you intend to get inside?”

      The captain chuckled. “Why do you think there are three barrels of naphtha in the hold? All metal melts if it gets hot enough. The naphtha will make it certain to get hot indeed.”

      The ships sailed toward the blockade with Shillings’ craft in the lead. Beyond the wall of abandoned boats, the piers waited, the slips designed for larger ships standing empty, those boats currently moored to create the blockade. They sailed through the gap and headed for a slip near shore.

      Better to limit how far we have to haul those barrels.

      “Enemy ships!” someone shouted.

      Shillings spotted a dozen enemy craft sailing from the northern shoreline. His ship was already within the blockade, as were three others.

      “Signal the ships outside the blockade to engage! They must hold the enemy at bay while we take the gate!”

      Jenkins called for the sails to be furled, the ship slowing as it eased toward its berth. Moments later, it was docked, the ropes secured to the massive posts on the pier.

      “Disembark and open the cargo holds!” the captain called. “We need to get those barrels to the gate!”

      Shillings paused and gazed out into the bay, beyond the blockade. His ships had drawn beside the enemy ships. It would be hell out there, the fighting fierce. The enemy outnumbered the Farrowen fleet. It didn’t matter. All he needed was time.

      His soldiers began to pour onto the pier, the other ships doing the same as each was secured to the docks. In mere minutes, six hundred Farrowen soldiers filled the pier. The naphtha barrels were unloaded and brought to the fore, just behind a line of soldiers with oversized shields. With everyone in place, Shillings called for them to march.

      The city wall and gate waited just beyond the docks, at the top of an incline. Two dozen guards stood on top of the wall above the gate, more undoubtedly waiting inside. Based on how few soldiers were visible, Shillings expected Henton faced more defenders at the other gate. It didn’t matter. Only one of them needed to get inside the city. Once breached, the successful squad would push toward the other gate and open it from within. Since Farrowen possessed a larger force of soldiers, taking the city would be easy once they were inside.

      Shillings’ unit approached the end of the docks and slowed just beyond bowshot. Just ahead was a narrow space with a warehouse standing to each side of an opening not more than twenty-five feet wide. Beyond that space was the uphill run to the gate.

      Shillings stood to the end of the line and barked out orders. The soldiers at the front squeezed in tightly, the men with the carts just behind them. On his order, they were to storm the gate while the archers behind them provided cover.

      Only one of the three barrels had to make it. More would be better, but one would do.

      “Charge!” the man shouted.

      The shield bearers burst into a jog, the men pushing the three carts grunting mightily in an effort to keep up as the archers trailed behind. Arrows began to rain down from the wall as they reached the narrow gap between the two buildings. That was when Shillings noticed the tripwire, the edge of it glinting in the sunlight.

      “Stop!” he cried desperately, but it came too late.

      The soldiers in the shield line stumbled. Exposed, arrows pummeled the men pushing the carts as they tried to stop. One cart hit a fallen soldier, tipped, and fell to its side.

      More arrows followed, black smoke trailing.

      Fire, Shillings realized.

      “Retreat!” he bellowed as he turned toward the army behind him. Again, too late.

      A leaking barrel caught fire and exploded in a massive inferno. Shillings was launched backward by the concussion, his clothing burning as he sailed through the air, toward the crowded docks.
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      Brogan Reisner grit his teeth, his eyes wild as he lifted the axe above his head, his thick arm muscles bunching with it. He drove the axe downward, the blade flashing through the air. At impact, the sharp edge cleaved through the man’s helm and drove deep into his skull, splitting it clean, bits of brain matter and blood splattering around Brogan’s feet.

      He blinked in the dim light of dusk, and the imaginary enemy soldier became a foot-long log, split in two.

      Wiping his brow with the back of his hand, he leaned the axe against a tree and bent to pick up the fresh firewood. He placed the two pieces on top of the pile he had formed over the past two weeks – enough firewood to last most winters, even in the mountains of Northern Pallanar.

      It grew dark, the evening air chilling his sweat-covered torso. He ran his hand down his stomach. His wet skin felt cold to the touch, although he continued to sweat from hours of exertion. There was a time his stomach was lean and rippled, a time his body was honed into a lethal killing machine. Fifteen years had passed since his days with the Murguard. He patted his paunch, thinking it felt a bit trimmed since mid-summer. Felling trees, hauling them through the forest, and cutting them into burnable sections took a lot of effort. Although he could stand to lose more weight, the effect was obvious. He wondered if Blythe had noticed.

      Brogan circled Blythe’s cabin, stopping at the front porch to retrieve his tunic, pulling it over his head. The cloth clung to his wet skin. He ran his hand over his balding head, wiping away the beads of sweat. A glance toward the sky revealed dim light to the west, the round moon to the east. It was a clear night and would get colder as the evening wore on.

      I wonder when she will be back, he thought to himself. There was nobody but him and Blythe living in the valley. In fact, he hadn’t seen anyone else in the area for years. I hope she comes back with something for dinner. He was out of meat and suspected she was, as well. Man was not meant to live on vegetables alone.

      With a grunt, Brogan bent and gripped the axe handle, hefting it over his shoulder before heading down the path to his cabin. The surrounding trees were pale on the eastern face, casting shadows into the murky gloom. Traveling the trail in the dark might have been difficult if he hadn’t walked it a thousand times before. He imagined he might be able to walk it blindfolded.

      The trees opened to a glade illuminated by the moonlight. Most of the clearing had been plowed over, the vegetables harvested and stored in the cellars below his and Blythe’s cabins. Only a small patch of winter squash remained and would do so until the vines grew black. It would take a few more cold evenings, then the last of his crops would be ready for winter.

      A rivulet flowed through the heart of the garden, the water gurgling as he approached. Years ago, Brogan had dug it out during a dry spell, ensuring it wouldn’t wash away his crops. It remained a risk if heavy rain struck at the wrong time, but the glade was fertile and there was nowhere else nearby he found suitable. He crossed the small footbridge over the runoff and headed toward a gap in the trees.

      The trail grew dark again, trees and shadows surrounding him. In the distance, an owl’s hoot echoed, the only sound other than the crunch of his footsteps on fallen leaves. Blythe had attempted to teach him how to walk more quietly, and had done so with amazing patience. Perhaps her instruction had some effect, but in comparison to her, whose steps sounded like a whisper, he sounded like stampeding cattle. Standing well over six feet and carrying twice her weight, he felt more like a bear than the lynx he knew her to be.

      The dark shadow of his cabin came into view. As the trees fell away, he noticed light seeping through the closed curtains. There was no light on when I left. Alarmed, he gripped the axe with both hands and crept forward, doing his best to walk as Blythe had taught him.

      With his back to the log walls, Brogan listened. Multiple voices came from inside, the words muffled. He eased toward the front porch. Peering around the corner, he noticed horses tied to his shed. There appeared to be at least a half-dozen mounts, the riders nowhere in sight. He slowly stepped onto the porch, the wood creaking beneath his weight, making him grimace. With one hand on the knob and the other gripping the axe handle, he drew a breath and flung open the door.

      He burst inside with axe hefted, his blood boiling and ready for battle. A deep roar blasted from his lungs.

      Everyone froze, eyes wide and faces etched in shock as they stared at him. None held weapons, nor did they attempt to draw hidden ones. Posed like a boulder prepared to crash downhill, he held the axe cocked over his shoulder, panting through gritted teeth as he surveyed the room.

      Seven people were inside his small cabin, two sitting on chairs, two more on his bed, the other three standing. To his surprise, three of them were women. To his even greater surprise, two of the males were dwarfs. He hadn’t seen a dwarf since he was a child.

      Brogan then recognized one of the men standing. “Salvon?”

      The old man grinned. “It is good to see you are well, Brogan.”

      A man sitting on the bed stood, the top of his head barely reaching Brogan’s shoulder. “Brogan?”

      “Jerrell?” Brogan stared at the thief.

      Jerrell smiled. “So you remember me.”

      Brogan lowered his axe, his head clearing from the battle lust that had clouded it. Oddly, his surprise at finding Salvon and Jerrell in his cabin was tainted by disappointment. “How could I forget? Our…excursion wasn’t exactly standard fare.” He wiped sweat from his brow. “How long has it been?”

      Jerrell rubbed his jaw in thought. “Seven years or so. However, you should call me Jace now.”

      Brogan snorted. “Why the name change? Did you piss someone off again?”

      Jerrell glanced toward one of the women in the room, blonde and curvaceous. After a moment of hesitation, he said, “In truth, there are many who hold grudges against me, and more than a few who would rather see me dead.” He shrugged. “Occupational hazard.” Turning to Salvon, he asked, “How do you know Brogan?”

      Salvon gave a knowing smile. “I helped Brogan out roughly six years past. He was in a bad way after meeting an angry moar bear.”

      The nightmare of the mauling came rushing back. For all of the battles Brogan had been through, the moar bear attack had brought him nearest the end. If Salvon and Blythe hadn’t found him, he would be dead. The scars on his back and scalp were harsh reminders of the frightful encounter. After two weeks of recovery, when Brogan’s fever had broken and his wounds were no longer life-threatening, Salvon had departed. Blythe, however, remained to care for him. She never left.

      His gaze fell to the bearskin rug on the floor, the fur brown with black, brindled stripes. It was a gift from Blythe, who had hunted down and killed the bear four weeks after his attack. In return, once fully recovered, he had built the woman her own cabin.

      The memory of Salvon’s last visit passed, Brogan banishing it with a grimace. “While I appreciate seeing you again, Salvon, why are all these people in my cabin? It’s hardly a convenient stop.”

      Salvon gestured toward an open chair beside the small kitchen table. “Please. Sit,” the old man said as he took the only other chair at the table.

      Brogan’s gaze swept the room. Everyone stared at him, waiting. I have a bad feeling about this. He set his axe against the wall and closed the door before turning to the table and sitting with a sigh. His muscles were sore, so sitting was a relief.

      “All right. What is this about?”

      The old storyteller fell into his telling voice, reciting the group’s tale, beginning weeks earlier. Despite his annoyance at the unexpected guests, Brogan found himself drawn into the story. By the time the old man was finished, the gravity of the situation had become clear. Recent events would have a widespread impact on the world. The deaths of two wizard lords in such a short time was bad enough. The idea that Towers of Devotion could be redirected to another wizardom, well… That was alarming. However, Brogan lived in the middle of the mountains where nobody ever ventured. The location had been chosen for good reason.

      “While interesting,” Brogan said, “none of this is my concern.”

      “We are in trouble, Brogan. We are being pursued, accused of killing one, if not two wizard lords.” Salvon’s eyes were pleading. “Before I left, while you were still recovering from your injuries, you said I could ask anything of you. I am asking now. We need another sword, someone who is skilled and trained for combat.”

      Brogan frowned. He had grown to enjoy a peaceful life in his quiet mountain valley. Blythe was all the company he needed, even if she disappeared for days at a time. He knew she would always return.

      “I cannot.” He shook his head. “My days of fighting are in the past.”

      The petite, Hassakani girl asked, “How can you deny a request for help – a request from someone who saved your life?”

      He scowled at her. “I am not the man for this job. Perhaps I was once, but those years are behind me. Besides, what do I care of wizard lords and battles between nations?” He held his hands out, palms up. “Out here, I am away from all such concerns. It’s just me and nature.” And Blythe.

      “Innocent people are dying while you sit here and do nothing,” the voluptuous blonde sitting on his bed said, her voice heated. “How can you be so selfish? You would leave us and everyone else to the whims of power-hungry men while you look the other way? If so, you are as bad as them.”

      Irritated, Brogan growled, “Listen, lady–”

      Another female, tall with cropped hair, stood and pointed at him. “She is a princess, and you will treat her with respect.”

      The woman was dressed like an assassin, wearing black leathers with a dagger on one hip, a curved sword on another, and a larger blade strapped to her back. Brogan’s gaze locked on the hilt above the woman’s shoulder – a familiar black-wrapped grip and a polished cross-guard with a golden eye in the center. The pale blue topaz in the middle of the eye sparkled in the light of the lantern. He leaned forward, staring at the sword with hunger.

      “Where did you get that blade?”

      The woman frowned and looked down at the curved sword on her hip before she realized he was looking over her shoulder. “Oh, this? I took it from a man a few days ago. The same man who is pursuing us.”

      “Who is this man? What is his name?”

      Jerrell replied, “His name is Despaldi. He is Captain of the Farrowen Midnight Guard. He is tenacious and efficient.” His mouth twisted. “I have never heard of him failing at anything, and I have lived in Marquithe for the past six years.”

      Despaldi, Brogan thought. The bastard is still at it.

      He stood, heart racing as he discarded thoughts of the man and focused on the weapon. “May I see the sword?”

      The woman looked at Salvon with a question in her eyes. The old man nodded. She unstrapped her pack, the sword hooked through a strap, the blade wrapped in cloth. When she held it out, Brogan accepted it with care. He unwrapped the cloth to reveal the black-tinted blade just as he remembered.

      “I can’t believe it,” he muttered. “Augur has returned to me.”

      As Brogan gripped the hilt, the dark room grew three shades brighter. The falchion, the weapon he had been gifted by Lord Raskor twenty-two years prior, was his once again.
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        * * *

      

      A distant crack came from outside. Brogan woke, eyes flickering open. The cabin was dark and quiet, save for snoring from one of the dwarfs sleeping on the floor. Salvon was still curled on the sofa, the three women squeezed together in Brogan’s bed.

      He looked toward the window, the crack in the curtain revealing the pale light of predawn. A shadow moved by the window. Jarrell pulled the curtain aside.

      No, not Jerrell. He calls himself Jace now, Brogan reminded himself.

      Moving with care, Brogan rose from the chair where he had been sleeping and crept across the cabin. He leaned over the thief and peered through the curtain. It was all trees and shadows, the sky just beginning to grow lighter. A shadow moved near the trail that led northeast.

      “Someone is out there,” Brogan whispered.

      “Of course someone is out there,” Jace replied. “And not just one, but a number of someones. I can’t tell for sure how many. At least a half-dozen, likely more. Some on horseback.”

      Brogan peered outside, his brow furrowed. “You can see all that?”

      “Yes.” Jace turned and nudged one of the dwarfs. “Rawk, I need your eyes.”

      The younger dwarf rubbed his eyes and rose, looking out the window while Brogan and Jace waited.

      “What’s happening?” Adyn asked.

      “Shh,” Jace hushed her. “Someone is outside. We are trying to get a read on the situation, but we cannot let them know we are awake.”

      “What?” The blonde princess sat upright as light appeared above her palm. “Why would people be out there?”

      Jace rolled his eyes. “Narine, why do you have to be difficult?”

      She glared at him. “I am not being difficult.”

      “Of course you aren’t,” Jace replied, his tone sarcastic. “You are just being helpful, offering the enemies surrounding us light so they can properly put arrows into our throats. So thoughtful of you.”

      The princess glowered at him. “Your sarcasm is not among your endearing features.”

      Jace grinned. “So I have other, more endearing features?”

      She slid out of bed, straightening her dress as she stood. “I used to think so, but I’m having second thoughts.”

      Rawk pulled away from the window and lowered his tinted spectacles back over his eyes. “It is him…the man we fought in Marquithe. He has soldiers with him, six on horseback and at least four others on foot. The ones on foot are armed with bows.”

      Brogan stepped over to his chair and gripped Augur. Immediately, the room grew brighter, the princess glowing with her magic. The enhanced vision enchantment the falchion held was unique in nature and had saved his life many times. Holding the blade again was reassuring. He wasn’t wearing his baldric, but that was a minor inconvenience. A baldric wasn’t required to cut Despaldi to pieces. Gripping the hilt, he moved toward the door.

      “What are you doing?” Jace asked, looking at the blade in Brogan’s hand.

      “Despaldi ruined me years ago. He was the reason I was thrown out of the Murguard. The bastard stole my blade in the process.” Brogan grinned, knowing the expression held no humor. “It would be fitting if I used Augur to repay his kindness.”

      Jace jumped between Brogan and the door, holding his hands out. “Stop.”

      “Why? The man deserves it.”

      The thief rolled his eyes. “Listen to yourself. What you are saying sounds crazy. We are outnumbered and he has multiple soldiers armed with bows. You aren’t even wearing armor. You’d be dead before you were halfway to Despaldi’s horse.”

      Brogan blinked and considered the blade. If felt so good in his hand, as if he were whole again after losing an appendage. He suddenly realized Jace was right. What was I thinking? The blade seemed to instill confidence. He wondered if it were part of the enchantment.

      “We are surrounded,” Brogan said. “What do you propose?”

      Jace released a sigh of relief and turned toward the others. “Everyone gather your things and get ready. Our chance to escape might be brief. I don’t know exactly what we will do yet, but I’ll figure it out.” He turned toward Narine. “Can you shield us? It will be easier to bargain with them if we don’t have to worry about arrows.”

      She nodded. “Yes. When you are ready, Adyn and I will go out first. Everyone stay close, and nobody passes me or I cannot protect you.”

      Adyn drew her blades, gripping one in each hand while standing beside the door. Narine stopped before the door with her arms extended, body glowing brightly with magic. Brogan knew the others couldn’t see the glow. They weren’t wizards, nor were they gripping Augur.

      “Wait a moment,” Brogan said. He tipped his small, round dining table on its side and snapped the center post in half. He tucked the post beneath his arm, the tabletop becoming a makeshift wooden shield. “All right. I’m ready.”

      A disk of white light appeared around Narine’s hand, forming an intricate pattern. With her other hand, she bent the pattern into an oval as tall as the door and just as wide. She nodded, and Adyn opened the door, revealing the pale light of dawn. Narine stepped outside, followed by Adyn, Jace, Brogan, and the others. Brogan stopped beside Jace and glared across the small clearing outside his cabin, while Narine expanded her shield.

      Roddem Despaldi sat on a horse, flanked by six other riders. To the left and right of the mounted soldiers, archers stood with bows nocked and ready, the entire force forming an arc around the front of the cabin. Despaldi looked much as Brogan remembered – lean, fit, stern, intense gaze. Yes, he appeared older, but fifteen years had passed. Brogan knew he also appeared older.

      “I suggest you leave my home, Despaldi,” Brogan growled. “I would hate to see you and your men come down with a bad case of death.”

      “Brogan Reisner,” Despaldi said. “Why am I not surprised? This lot of murderers seems perfect company for someone of your reputation.”

      “You are the one who tarnished my reputation.”

      Despaldi shouted, “No! You did it to yourself. You put your own personal needs above those of the soldiers who followed you.”

      “We saved lives that day.”

      “Half my squad died. Twelve men, raw, green, and on our first day in the Murguard!”

      “What would you have had me do? Leave those soldiers to be sacrificed by monsters?”

      “I would have had you use caution. We could have saved them without so much loss.” Despaldi’s gaze fell on the sword in Brogan’s hand. “I’ve held that blade for fifteen years. I know what it can do. You could have taken the lead. The vision could have been used to save lives, not just preserve your own.”

      Silence fell, Brogan scowling at Despaldi, who stared back in disdain.

      Finally, Jace spoke, “Well, this has been a touching reunion, but we really must be going.”

      Despaldi sneered, “You are not going anywhere unless it is in shackles.”

      “I’m sorry, Captain, but I have discovered I am allergic to shackles.” Jace grinned. “Besides, they don’t go with my outfit.”

      “How droll,” Despaldi said. “You might be a talented thief, Landish, but you can’t escape this time. You are outnumbered. My men are skilled warriors and my archers don’t miss. One move, and you’ll have an arrow in your throat.”

      There was a flicker of motion in the forest beyond the Farrowen soldiers. There and gone in a flash.

      Brogan smiled and gripped Augur. “I believe you are in for a bad day, Roddem.”

      Despaldi frowned. “What are you going on about, Brogan?”

      He lifted Augur, twisting the blackened blade as if examining it. “Fifteen years have passed since I last gripped Augur, but the blade was always mine. It has returned, and with it, I will cast you down.”

      Brogan took a half-step, stopping just shy of Narine’s shield. He could see it in the air, inches from his face, swirling with magic, twisting the images beyond it.

      “I warned you,” Despaldi said. “One more step and my men will shoot.”

      “Too bad that won’t be possible.” Brogan grinned. “Now!” he shouted.

      From somewhere to the south, an arrow appeared, plunging through the throat of one of the archers. Another followed, taking a Farrowen archer out even as he loosed, his arrow striking Narine’s shield and harmlessly falling to the porch. The other two archers scrambled backward, their bows nocked, searching for their assailant. Brogan burst forward with a roar.

      Another arrow zipped past, striking a Farrowen archer in the eye, leaving only one. Brogan charged toward the mounted soldiers. The last archer loosed, the arrow sailing at Brogan, who hastily raised the round tabletop. The arrow buried into the table with a thud, the shaft quivering. The archer quickly nocked his bow and drew, but another missile sailed past and plunged through his hand. He cried out and dropped the arrow.

      By then, Brogan was almost to the mounted riders, the armored men brandishing swords. Brogan shifted his grip on the table and threw it. But rather than aiming for the men, he aimed for Despaldi’s horse. The table smashed into the animal, striking it right between the eyes. With a high-pitched whinny, the horse reared up, nearly tossing Despaldi. The crazed horse bucked and slammed into the horses beside it, sending one rider off his saddle. A gray and brown dog burst from the woods in a blur and attacked the fallen soldier, snapping and tearing at the man.

      Brogan slashed, slicing a rider in the leg while ducking a sword. The falchion bit deep into the man’s thigh. He spun, blocked another strike, parried again, and leapt backward. The man urged his horse forward, then his head snapped sideways when a thrown knife buried into his cheek. The man’s eyes went wide. He dropped his blade and reached for the knife, which was a mistake. Brogan’s next stroke crashed into the man’s back, cutting through his leather armor and deep into his spine. Even as the man fell, Brogan spun, in search of another target.

      The dog went after the horses, barking and zipping between them. Despaldi’s already spooked horse bolted, the man desperately hanging on as his mount fled into the woods. Four saddles were empty, the horses scurrying away from the fracas and the attacking dog. One rider fought the female bodyguard, the man’s legs covered in shallow cuts as he tried to get in a clean hit. The smallest woman, Rhoa, darted in from behind the man and leapt up, blade in hand. She buried it deep into his back. The man feebly tried to reach for it, and Adyn finished him with a sword thrust under his arm, burying her blade deep between his ribs. The man fell to the ground with a thud, his horse racing off into the night.

      Suddenly, the fight was over.

      Brogan’s gaze swept the area, searching for threats. One man lay moaning on the ground, clutching at his bloody leg. The other Farrowen soldiers were dead, three archers and five who had been unhorsed. Only Despaldi and one archer appeared to have escaped.

      Jace walked over to one man and pulled the knife from his face, before heading to another whose eyes were wide and lifeless, a blade in his throat.

      Adyn appeared to have a shallow cut on her shoulder, but nobody else was injured.

      “I see you found yourself some trouble while I was away.”

      Brogan smiled at the voice. He turned as she stepped out of the woods, her longbow in hand. “Hello, Blythe. I was hoping you would come back before we left.”

      With flaming red hair tied in a tail and green eyes able to make an emerald blush, Blythe stood six feet tall, lean and fit. She stopped, her gaze sweeping the area, her eyes keen and intense as always. “Two got away. I doubt they’ll return. One has an arrow through his palm, the other trying to tame an angry horse.” She called out, “Phantom, come.”

      The dog came loping over and settled beside her.

      “Is this your girlfriend, Brogan?” Jace asked. “Like you, she has a knack for stating the obvious.”

      Brogan growled. “She is not my… She… This is Blythe, my neighbor.”

      Jace looked around, frowning. “Neighbor?”

      Blythe smirked, gesturing toward the large gray and brown dog sitting beside her, his ears perked, brown eyes alert. “Phantom and I live a quarter mile away, to the other side of Brogan’s garden.”

      Jace grinned. “Garden? Are you a farmer now?”

      “A man has to eat.”

      Blythe added, “As does a woman.”

      “So, you farm for the two of you. How quaint.”

      Brogan took a step toward Jace, his fists clenched, knuckles white. “If you need me to pound sense into you, keep it up, runt.”

      Rhoa snorted. “Jace, your ability to irritate others remains as keen as ever.”

      Blythe put her hand on Brogan’s arm, drawing his attention. Immediately, his anger cooled. “Who are these people? Are you truly leaving?”

      He sighed. “I… I owe you an explanation. Perhaps you should come inside and sit down.”

      Her sparkling eyes gazed into his before she nodded. “Very well.”

      Blythe walked toward the porch, Brogan shadowing her. He stepped up and turned to find Jace and the others following. “This conversation is private.”

      He slammed the door, leaving his startled guests outside.
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      Narrow beams of morning sunlight filtered through the trees, their leaves colored yellow, orange, and red. Many leaves had already abandoned their trees, carpeting the forest floor with color, clusters of dark pines a stark contrast to the bright surroundings. Rhoa sat on Brogan’s front porch, her chin resting on her fists as she stared into the forest. Rawk and Algoron sat to one side of her, Narine and Salvon to the other. The lone surviving enemy soldier was tied to a post, his leg bandaged, head drooping. Rhoa wondered if he would survive. The man had lost a lot of blood.

      Jace approached from one of the trails, shaking his head. “I couldn’t find even one of them.”

      Adyn appeared from around the cabin and shook her head when Jace gave her a questioning look.

      He sighed. “It looks like we will have to walk. So much for a pleasant ride.”

      Rhoa had mixed feelings about walking. It would obviously take longer, but she was still sore from the previous days of riding.

      The door opened. Rhoa turned toward it as Blythe emerged. The tall woman slipped past her and hurried down a path into the woods. Brogan remained inside the cabin, making a ruckus. Jace headed toward the door, and Rhoa followed him, her curiosity getting the better of her.

      Brogan had a pack on the kitchen floor, filling it with food and supplies.

      “I have bad news,” Jace said.

      With a grunt, Brogan continued to dig through the shelves. “Let me guess. Your horses are gone.”

      Jace glanced at Rhoa, who shrugged. “How did you know?”

      “If I were Despaldi, it’s what I would have done, even if things went sideways.” He chuckled. “It would prevent us from getting far, allowing him time to circle back for another attempt.”

      “You don’t seem too concerned. Illustan is a long way off. Walking there will take us a week.”

      Pausing, Brogan turned toward them. “You don’t know this area, and neither does Despaldi. In that, we have an advantage.”

      When a beat of silence followed, Rhoa asked, “What advantage?”

      Brogan dumped a bin of carrots and potatoes into his pack, grinning. “Riding isn’t the best way to Illustan from here, so his actions won’t slow us one bit.”

      The man crossed the room and opened a chest. From it, he lifted a chainmail cuirass, eyeing it as he held it up. With a sigh, he pulled it over his head. It fit snugly, most notably at the waist. The man was big, but he wasn’t fit by any stretch. Rhoa wondered what he had looked like in his twenties.

      After belting the chainmail at the waist, Brogan pulled a baldric from the chest. He slipped it over his shoulder, the strap tight across his chest. With impressive accuracy, he slid his falchion into it. Last came a shield, circular and made of banded metal, ringed by rounded studs. The dumpy, middle-aged man had transformed into an imposing warrior.

      Brogan shot them a grin. “Let’s go.”

      He bent, hoisted his massive pack, and slung it over his shoulder before walking out the door.

      “Come along. We don’t want to keep Blythe waiting.”

      The others stood, Salvon arching a brow. “Blythe has decided to join us?”

      Brogan stepped off the porch and headed toward the same trail she had taken. “Surprisingly, yes. She seems to think I will get myself killed without her supervision. She doesn’t realize I will end up dead either way, and she is merely delaying the inevitable.”

      Jace, who trailed behind a step, said, “We all end up dead, Brogan.”

      He stopped and grinned. “Yes, but given the choice, I would prefer to go out in style.”

      With everyone following Brogan, they passed through the woods, down a narrow trail. They soon emerged in a small meadow split by a rivulet. The area had been plowed, save for a small patch of dark green in one corner.

      “If you don’t mind me asking,” Jace said, “why are you so happy about joining us? Last night, you were grumpy and appeared set on sitting alone in your cabin until you croaked of old age.”

      Brogan stopped and turned to face the others. “Three things happened.”

      He held up one finger. “You brought Augur back to me.” His expression appeared wistful. “It was like stepping back in time – gripping the hilt, looking at the blade, wielding it again in battle. I have missed it.”

      He held up another finger. “Despaldi appeared. If he has a stake in this, so do I, regardless of which is right and which is wrong.”

      A third finger joined the first two. “Lastly, Blythe joined us. I can tell you, she is skilled with a bow, perhaps the best shot I have ever known. Her hunting and tracking skills are top-notch. With her on board, I feel better about our chances.”

      He spun about and continued down the trail, leading them back into the woods.

      A few hundred paces later, they came to another cabin. Blythe sat on the front porch, a pack to one side, her dog to the other. She had a bow and a quiver strapped across her back.

      The woman and her dog stood. “Took you long enough.”

      Brogan said, “I knew you would say that.”

      She stepped from the porch, visibly appraising Brogan. “You look good. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you armed. How does it feel?”

      “Like I’m back home again.”

      Blythe smiled and patted his cheek. “There’s the man I miss.”

      She and her dog led them around the cabin and to a downhill path. Through the trees, Rhoa spied a peak to each side and distant peaks ahead. She wondered how far they would be forced to walk.
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      It turned out they walked for no more than three or four miles. By then, the sun was well into the sky and the breeze had picked up, the heat of the sun balanced by the wind. The valley trail had run alongside a creek and past two waterfalls before the creek joined a larger river. There, they came to a village.

      Whitewater consisted of a few dozen log buildings. Big, burly men with weathered complexions walked the dirt streets. With brown, yellow, or red hair, most of the men had beards – some thick and curly, others neatly trimmed. Two mills sat beside the river, no more than a thousand feet apart, the swift current turning the wheels attached to the two buildings. Men on the far bank used axes to cleave branches from tree trunks before rolling the trunks into the water. Rhoa watched the logs float off and thought of her only visit to Illustan. She recalled large pods of floating logs along the banks just upstream from the shipyards. This must be where those logs originated.

      Brogan led them past the village and to a building a thousand feet downstream. The building was the only one with a dock. After stepping inside for a brief moment, he emerged again and gave a nod.

      “Captain Dorsey has agreed to take us downriver. His men are moving the barge and should have it in the water soon.”

      Not more than two minutes later, twenty men appeared, along with a large platform of logs bound together. Six of the men stood before the platform, pulling it along with two ropes. Six more men pushed from behind, the odd structure rolling on logs between it and the ground. Each time a log would clear the back of the platform, a pair of men would hoist it up, loop around, then place it at the front again.

      The process went on for a few minutes, the platform covering a couple hundred feet before it reached the river. It slid into the water, bobbing above the surface as men secured it to the dock.

      Five men emerged from the building, four following a balding man with a curly red beard. The man gave them a nod and placed an odd, red cap onto his head. The cap reminded Rhoa of the one Rawk had worn when they first met – angular in shape and peaked at the back.

      “Well met, gentlefolk.” The man dipped his head. “My name is Captain Dorsey. This is my crew. Bran, Phipps, Tomtom, and Shanden. We’ll be taking you downriver.” The man gestured toward the water. “As soon as you’re on board, we’ll push off and be on our way.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” Brogan said with a nod.

      Everyone followed the ex-soldier to the dock. Rhoa eyed the floating craft as she approached and stepped on, the flat design unlike anything she had ever seen.

      “It’s a barge,” Blythe said.

      Rhoa was puzzled. “A barge?”

      “Yes. Suitable for the river. There are rapids and other places too shallow for other watercraft.”

      In the middle of the barge, benches were arranged in a square, with a large, elevated bin in the center and a canvas awning above them. Brogan and the others threw their packs into the square bin before taking a seat. With a wave from Blythe, Phantom leapt into the bin and lay down amid the packs. Rhoa took a seat between Blythe and Salvon as the crew pushed off.

      In moments, they were beyond the dock and drifting downstream. The captain stood at a tiller secured to a pivot at the rear of the craft. The other crew members each held a long pole, the men strapped to stools at each corner of the boat. When they reached an area where the water was capped by white foam, the barge burst forward.

      Blythe was around the same age as Sareen, the woman who had acted as Rhoa’s mentor for so many years. Rhoa missed having Sareen around. For that reason, she found herself drawn toward Blythe.

      “Brogan says you are excellent with the bow. A good hunter, as well. Those are…uncommon skills for a woman.” Rhoa, worried she might have offended Blythe, felt relief when the woman smiled.

      “He said I was an excellent shot?”

      “Yes.”

      “Interesting. Compliments from him are rare. Did he say anything else about me?”

      Rhoa shook her head.

      Blythe sighed. “As I suspected.” She shook her head. “As for your question, I was trained by my father. He was once the best hunter and tracker in the Gleam Guard, Lord Raskor’s elite command. After he and my mother married, I was soon born. However, male children are a great source of pride in our culture. Having only a daughter was not enough, so my mother became pregnant again, but there were complications. Neither she nor my brother survived the birth.”

      Rhoa missed her parents every day, but at least she had childhood memories to call on. Blythe had not one memory of her mother. “I am sorry.”

      The woman smiled and patted Rhoa’s knee. “Thank you. I often wonder what path my life might have taken had she not died so young. I never knew what I lost, but the death of his wife and son greatly affected my father. Left to raise me alone and haunted by the loss of my mother, he abandoned his duty and retired to a forest home just east of here. There, he raised me, teaching me to survive in the woods – hunting, fishing, tracking, and general woodcraft. He taught me to carve a longbow from yew and trained me to use it.” She patted the one on her shoulder. “This is a bow I made myself, one of dozens.

      “By the time I had reached my mid-teens, my abilities with the bow had surpassed his own. It soon became obvious my archery skill was a source of pride for him, and I would do anything to gain his approval, so I trained and trained until I was the best. He never said it, but I know he wished I were a boy. Even when he died nine years past, he had never said it, but I knew.

      “I buried him near his cabin, then tried to live there on my own, but the memories haunted me. It had been his place, and I felt the need to find my own path. So I left.

      “For the next few years, I bounced around, living in small, mountain villages like the one we just left. Eventually, Salvon came to visit one of those villages.” A grin split Blythe’s face as she leaned close so the man couldn’t hear. “His skill with storytelling lit something inside me. I was hooked and, at first, feared I might have fallen in love with a man many years my senior.”

      Rhoa’s eyes widened at the thought. She glanced at Salvon, who appeared to be staring off toward the riverbank.

      Blythe continued her story. “Each night, I would listen to his tales, his voice transporting me to another place and time, one of magic and discovery. On the tenth evening, he announced he would be leaving the next day. By then, I was also ready to leave, and I begged him to allow me to join him. Although he appeared reluctant, he agreed. Two days later, he and I came across Brogan. At first, I thought him dead.”

      Her gaze grew distant and troubled. “There was so much blood.” She ran a hand through her hair, as if wiping the concern away. “Thankfully, he was alive. Salvon stitched him up, and I applied salves using herbs and moss – things I had learned from my father. When Salvon said he had to leave, I knew I could not. Who would care for Brogan?” She shook her head, her mouth drawn into a smirk. “Who knew I would still be caring for him six years later?”

      The personal nature of Blythe’s story had drawn Rhoa in, but the way it ended left her uncomfortable. She sensed there was more between Blythe and Brogan than either would admit. Rather than delve deeper, she changed the subject.

      “How long will it take to reach Illustan?” she asked.

      “It depends on the season and rainfall. This time of year, it takes about three days, longer if there has been no recent rain. In the spring, if you are willing to risk it, the water flows fast enough you can reach the city in a little more than a day.”

      Salvon snorted. “I did a spring run once.” He wiped his brow. “It was among the most frightening experiences of my life, which is saying something.”

      Rhoa smiled at his comment, trying to picture the river heavy with ice melt and rain runoff. Another concern arose. “What about when it’s dark?”

      Blythe replied, “The crew will find a place to moor for the evening, and we’ll resume at sunup.”

      Rhoa exhaled in relief. She had worried about them crashing into a boulder in the dark, the barge smashing to pieces and sending them all into the river.

      Jace came around the corner and stood before their bench. “Interesting way to travel, eh?”

      Salvon nodded. “Quite. I have done it many times. Most of them enjoyable.”

      Rhoa wondered why Jace had approached them. He rarely did anything without an ulterior motive.

      “This river is rough,” Blythe said, her tone one of warning. “There is a reason everyone is sitting.”

      Jace waved it off. “Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself. It’s all about balance, you see.”

      The look Blythe gave made Rhoa burst out laughing.

      “Salvon,” Jace said, ignoring the two women. “Something is bothering me.”

      I knew it, Rhoa thought.

      “Yes, Jace?”

      “It’s about wyverns and dragons.” Jace ran his hand through his hair. “You mentioned wyverns being more common and much smaller than a dragon. I saw the monster. That thing was big, intimidating, and not something I’d wish to face again. What if we have dragons running loose, as well?”

      “It won’t happen. At least not multiple dragons.” Salvon appeared saddened. “You see, according to legend, the last male dragon died ages ago. The only remaining dragon is a female named Zyordican.”

      Narine leaned over from the neighboring bench. “That’s the dragon from your story about the dwarf king. The one you told us around the fire.”

      Salvon smiled. “Exactly.”

      When Jace looked at Narine, she arched a brow at him. “Am I not allowed to join this discussion?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “Do whatever you wish. I won’t try to stop you.” His gaze shifted back to Salvon. “We are talking about an overgrown lizard. How does one even tell a male and female apart?

      “Color,” the old man replied. “Females have green bodies. Their heads and necks might vary in color, but their bodies are always green. In contrast, male dragons are red.”

      “So, if this Zyordican actually exists, what then? Other than size, how does a dragon differ from a wyvern?”

      “If she appears, it could be devastating. She is the size of a barn and covered in scales as hard as armor. Moreover, she is quite intelligent. You see, wyverns are animals infused with magic, making them something different than what we are used to finding in the wild. However, dragons are magic. Even their fire is magic. After all, how can something breathe fire without burning its mouth if not for magic?

      Jace’s brow furrowed. “Magic, huh?”

      “Very much so.”

      Rubbing his jaw, the thief stared at Salvon with his eyes narrowed. Rhoa wondered what had driven the questions. She glanced up at the sky as a white, fluffy cloud floated past, obscuring the sun. Wyverns already sounded bad enough without also worrying about dragons.

      The raft lurched, one of the front corners rising. Jace stumbled but kept his footing. Another lurch, and a front corner dipped into the water, a heavy wave washing over the platform. Everyone on board released a collective whoop, those who were seated instinctively lifting their legs. The raft jerked to a short stop as the wave reached Jace, sweeping his feet from beneath him and sending him sprawling. His eyes grew wide as he gasped, half his body covered in water while he held on tightly.

      “Cold! Cold!” he shrieked as he scrambled to his hands and knees.

      The water receded, much of it seeping through the gaps between the logs.

      Jace climbed to his feet, his clothing soaked, cloak hanging heavily, face reflecting shock.

      “I told you to sit,” Blythe said, shaking her head.

      Narine and Rhoa burst out laughing, the others joining in as Jace scowled and stomped back to his bench.
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      “It won’t work,” Forca said. “You saw what happened. I was lucky to escape. If Eldalain attacks directly, I don’t think my shield will hold.”

      Henton looked at Charcoan. “What about you? You proved your strength back at Starmuth. Can you face him?”

      The man’s dark eyes scanned the tent, his gaze a challenge. “I could do it, but not alone.”

      “That’s just it,” Forca said. “None of the others from the guild are as powerful as the three wizards who died. They know it and I know it. They won’t go out there, even if you threaten them.” He sat back and crossed his arms. “Until Eldalain is gone, we cannot take the gate by force.”

      “If we can’t take it by force,” Garvin interjected, “what about subterfuge?”

      The others turned toward him with looks varying from interest to disdain.

      Henton nodded. “Go on.”

      “According to our scouts, the city appears sealed. Even ships coming into port have been forced to turn about and sail away, not allowed to dock. And that was before what happened to Shillings.”

      During the battle, the docks had burned, taking a third of the Farrowen fleet with them. When last seen, the surviving Farrowen ships were being chased by the Ghealdan fleet.

      “We are quite aware,” Charcoan said in annoyance.

      “Yes, but there is a well-established Thieves Guild in Fastella.”

      “Your point?”

      “Among other things, smuggling is a core source of income for such guilds. You can’t smuggle into a city through the gates where goods might be inspected.”

      Henton’s brow arched. “You suspect there are other ways in?”

      “I guarantee it.”

      “Interesting.” The captain stroked his chin at the idea.

      Garvin continued. “However, the routes will be of a limited nature, likely only allowing entry in single file.”

      Charcoan nodded. “If you could get a small team into the city, they could open the gates from the inside.”

      “That just might work. Very good, Garvin.” Henton nodded. “I will leave the task of finding a way in to you. At the same time, we will proceed with the plan for the wizards to destroy the gate with force. One way or another, we must get into the city, or this campaign ends here.”
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        * * *

      

      Eldalain stood before the wizards and wizardesses in the Guild Hall, all eyes on him, fifty-some people all quiet. Killing Parsec’s wife had given him martial law, but the wizards had resisted engaging.

      “Yes, I handled the enemy wizards this time, but another attack is sure to come, and they will be better equipped. If we are not prepared, we will lose the city.” He clenched his fist before his face. Some might view it as a threat, either to themselves or the army outside the city. Either suited Eldalain just fine. “I call on the wizards to rally in defense of Farrowen.”

      Parsec stood and stepped forward. He clamped a hand on Eldalain’s shoulder, gripping it firmly. “I would like to thank Prince Eldalain for joining us today. Once he leaves, we will discuss further and call a vote.”

      What are you about, Parsec? Eldalain didn’t trust the man, never had. Still, wizards were a difficult lot to manipulate, and pressing them too hard would only make them rebel.

      “Very well,” Eldalain said. “Just remember what is at stake. Think on what has happened over the past week. People have died and more will join them.” His gaze slowly swept over the crowd. “If things go poorly, you or your loved ones might be next.” The threat hung in the air like a thick fog. Eldalain hoped the others would envision the worst. He briefly caught Parsec glaring at him, the hatred in his eyes unmasked. In a flash, the man blinked the emotion away and bowed.

      “With your leave, we will discuss your request,” Parsec said, his voice even.

      Eldalain stepped off the dais and walked down the aisle, the room quiet, all eyes following him. Klondon, standing beside the door, opened it. Outside, a contingency of guards waited, the men following as Eldalain mounted his horse and led them toward the palace.

      As he rode, Eldalain considered the events of the prior afternoon. The attempt of the Farrowen force to break through the gate had been dealt with in a decisive manner. Three of the four wizards sent had died, but there were others. Worse, Charcoan was among those who remained a threat.

      The sea assault had gone similarly well, although the warehouses and a pier were destroyed in the process, leaving only one functioning pier if they chose to reopen the harbor. Unfortunately, a handful of enemy ships had escaped Ilsup’s pursuit.

      When Eldalain reached the palace, he dismounted and went straight to his chamber on the top floor. He followed Klondon into the room, the big man sitting on a sofa while Eldalain went into the study.

      The room was dark and windowless, the way his father had liked it. He activated the lantern, illuminating the area with a pale blue glow. Slowly, he walked across the room, running his hand over objects and trinkets Taladain had collected over the years. Until the man’s death, Eldalain had only been in the room twice. What was once a place of mystery and fear was now a place of refuge, a place for contemplation.

      He sat and picked up a missive from earlier in the day. Cordelia promised another delivery of fresh meat would arrive that evening, which was good since the stores had run low. A steady influx of food was required to feed a city the size of Fastella. Eldalain had enough problems without adding a hungry, angry populace to the mix.

      “Excuse me, sir.”

      Eldalain turned toward the door, realizing he had forgotten to close it. Ruthers stood in the doorway, his gray hair perfectly groomed, collar starched, black coat smooth and wrinkle-free as always.

      The man tilted his head. “For a moment… In this light, you struck the spitting image of Prince Trandain.”

      Eldalain jerked back with a start. It took a moment for him to recover. “That is a name I haven’t heard in many years.”

      “Yes.” Ruthers nodded. “Quite tragic what happened to him and Nordain. After they died, all the other incidents that followed, well… I thought your family cursed. Somehow, you alone survived until Narine was born. Even then, her brother–”

      Hearing his sister’s name stirred Eldalain’s ire. He growled, “Is there a reason you are disturbing me?”

      Blinking, Ruthers rapidly recovered. “Oh, yes. Captain Verd is waiting in the corridor with a report. Something regarding yesterday’s attacks.”

      “Tell him I will be there in a moment.”

      “Very good, Prince Tran…Eldalain.”

      The man stepped away, leaving the open doorway empty. Eldalain stared at it, his mind spinning.

      Trandain. There was a time the name stirred excitement in young Eldalain. Now, it brought on an emotion far darker.
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      Eldalain’s eyes were closed. He felt the sun on his back, the heat beating on his dark purple robes. “Why do I have to wear this?” he asked without opening his eyes. “It feels so odd, so loose compared to breeches and a tunic.”

      “I told you before. Tight clothing inhibits the flow of magic,” Trandain explained. “You said you wish to become a wizard, correct?”

      “Yes.” Eldalain had waited his entire life, a full fifteen years, for the chance to test his skills. The wait had seemed like an eternity. There was nothing he wanted more than to become a wizard.

      Trandain gripped Eldalain’s shoulder. “Then you must wear the robes. The sooner you accept it, the better this will go.”

      He sighed, his eyes still closed. “Very well. What do you want me to do next?”

      “Concentrate on your surroundings. What do you feel? What do you hear? What do you smell?”

      Eldalain thought about it, considering all the things his eldest brother said. “I feel the sun on my back and the cold, hard stone beneath me. I hear the birds in the garden and…sounds of people in the distance.” Hastily, he added, “I smell flowers on the sea air.”

      “Very good,” Trandain said. “Now, ignore all of it. Put it aside and extend your senses beyond sight, sound, and smell. Out, beyond yourself. Seek a warmth that comes not from the sun. Do you feel the source?”

      He tried. Nothing happened.

      I am fifteen, well into my change, Eldalain thought. This is when magic comes to wizards. I will not give up.

      He pushed and tried to force it, the effort sending tingles down his spine, extending to his extremities. In the darkness, there was a glow. Distant, but it was there. From the glow, Eldalain felt a warmth, but rather than the warmth of heat, it was the warmth of adoration. It felt as if this invisible, foreign thing desired him, loved him. At the same time, he desired it, as well.

      “Yes, I feel it.”

      “Good. Extend your awareness toward it, embrace it.”

      Without moving a hair, Eldalain did as his brother said. Nothing happened at first, so he tried harder, willing himself toward the glow. When he drew close, it latched onto him. He gasped, suddenly afraid. The magic flooded in, as if to consume him.

      “Argh! Help!” he cried out, his eyes still closed. He didn’t know if he could open them if he tried.

      “Easy, Eldy.” His brother’s hand returned to his shoulder, an anchor in the darkness. “Don’t fear it. You must harness it, bend it to your will.”

      Eldalain exhaled and attempted to calm himself. The magic stormed throughout his body, his skin flush with the heat of it. He grappled with the power, and the storm quieted. Rather than overwhelming him, it made him feel more…more…everything.

      He opened his eyes and saw his brother glowing brightly, even in the light of the mid-day sun.

      “You are glowing,” he said.

      “And so are you.” Trandain gave him a smile. “Watch.”

      He extended an open palm and a disk of light spread out from it, forming a perfect circle, thrice the diameter of his hand. Within the circle was a strange pattern.

      “This is a basic energy construct. Look at it closely. Imagine this exact pattern forming around your open hand.”

      Eldalain did as instructed, holding his open palm before him while picturing the pattern. It flickered, wavered, and then fell away.

      “You must focus and picture the construct exactly as mine appears. It must be perfect. Try again.”

      He took a deep breath, clenched his jaw, and willed the construct to form. It continued to slip away, as if it were just beyond his ability. Still, he persisted. Minutes passed until, finally, it matched the one on his brother’s hand.

      “Good. Imagine the power inside you is fluid and can flow like water. Use your will to force the magic through the construct, like water flowing through a tube.”

      Eldalain poured the power inside him through the pattern and jumped backward in surprise when a flicker of flame shot out the other side. The magic fell away as exhaustion struck him. He felt empty, dull, as if all the color had fled the world.

      “You did it.” Trandain clapped Eldalain on the back.

      He gave a small smile. “I did it.”

      “That was the basic energy construct for heat,” his brother said. “To have converted it to flames on your first try is a good sign, a sign of power and potential.”

      Eldalain beamed with pride. “Father will be proud.”

      Trandain faltered, his grin slipping away. “Father… Yes, he will be proud, especially once you complete your training at the University.”

      “I can go?”

      “I have been pushing Father to allow you to apply. He has agreed, should you pass the entrance exam. The recruiter will be here sometime this summer. You are the right age and, judging by what you just did, have the talent to enter.”

      Eldalain felt overwhelmed. Over the past year, he and Trandain had grown close, the older man spending time with him multiple times a week.

      “Thank you,” Eldalain said. “If not for you and your help, I still wouldn’t know anything about magic.”

      “It is what older brothers do.” Trandain’s smile faltered. “I regret my selfishness when Nordain was your age. Fifteen is difficult for any boy, a time of change, your body going in one direction, your mind in another. And then there are girls…

      “For the wizard class, fifteen is even worse. On top of everything already happening, it is when magic first comes to bear. Yet it is nigh impossible to properly harness it without training and instruction. To anyone, it can be destructive. To the unwary, it can be fatal, which is where I failed Nordain.”

      Eldalain was seven when Trandain returned from Tiadd. Before then, he had never even met the man. “Weren’t you away at the University when he was my age?”

      “Yes. But if I hadn’t been, perhaps he would still be whole.”

      Eldalain knew what Trandain meant. Nobody in the family mentioned Nordain’s deformities. The scars from the fire had left his skin ugly and artificial. Worse, Nordain feared magic because of what had happened. After only three years at the University, he had returned to Fastella broken…in more ways than one.

      “How long were you at the University?” Eldalain asked, hoping to alter the conversation. Discussing Nordain made Eldalain uncomfortable. Just being around the man made him uncomfortable, his half-hand, melted skin, hair only growing on half his head…his haunted eyes.

      “I spent eight years at Tiadd,” Trandain replied. “Some leave after only seven, some nine, but eight is most common. I have heard of others staying as long as twelve years before passing the Trial.”

      “When I go, I will try to complete it in seven years,” Eldalain said.

      “Perhaps.” Trandain leveled a finger at him. “Just remember, it takes hard work and dedication to hone your craft and graduate.”

      Something had been bothering Eldalain since first drawing in the magic. “Will I be able to draw in as much as you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your magic… You glowed like a beacon even in daylight. Mine was nothing compared to yours.”

      “Ahh.” His brother glanced around the courtyard. They were alone, so Eldalain wondered at the secret the man was about to tell. Trandain leaned forward and held out his hand, twisting the ring on his middle finger. “Have you noticed my ring?”

      Eldalain shrugged. “Sure. You always wear it.”

      “What you don’t know, what nobody knows, is the power it holds.” Trandain stared at the black onyx. “This ring is extraordinary. Enchanted. It allows me to draw twice the magic I might otherwise wield.”

      Throughout Eldalain’s young life, there had been nothing he ever wanted more than to become a dominant wizard. Looking on this ring of power, he longed for it, as if it were required in order to take his next breath. A man’s voice interrupted Eldalain’s thoughts.

      “Prince Trandain.” The two brothers turned to find Ruthers standing nearby, his black hair slicked back, not a strand out of place. Eldalain wondered how long the man had been standing there. “Your father has requested a final meeting before you depart.”

      “Depart?” Eldalain asked as he looked at his brother.

      Trandain stood. “I must go speak with father and prepare. I am to leave at first light.”

      “Must you leave the city again?” Eldalain did not want his brother to leave. Not now.

      “I am afraid so,” Trandain said. “There is unrest in Dorban. High Wizard Bandallan is unwell. His ill health presents a risk, and his replacement must be someone loyal to our father. I am hopeful Heldain is up to the task.”

      Eldalain had met his cousin on several occasions. Heldain had always seemed reckless and impulsive. “Didn’t he just return from the University three years past?”

      “Yes. At twenty-seven, he is young, but with Father’s support, I believe he can hold Dorban long enough to gain strength. Since our naval fleet is stationed there, Dorban is a critical city to the welfare of Ghealdor. We cannot allow just anyone with talent to control it.”

      “I will practice my magic while you are away.”

      “No!”

      Eldalain flinched at his brother’s vehement response.

      “You mustn’t. It takes time and study. The constructs must be memorized and must be exact. Any deviation could result in disaster, such as what happened to Nordain.” Trandain walked away, speaking over his shoulder. “If you must practice something, seek the source from time to time and draw in a bit of magic, but allow it to dissipate. Just don’t hold too much for too long or you might burn out.”

      With Ruthers guiding him, Trandain crossed the courtyard, his ring of power glittering in the afternoon sunlight. Eldalain could not remove his gaze from the object until his brother had faded from view.
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        * * *

      

      For eleven days, Trandain was away. During those nights, Eldalain barely slept. His thoughts were consumed by Trandain’s enchanted ring. When he closed his eyes, it hovered there, a gold circle with a single, black stone in the center. In the meantime, his studies suffered, as did the patience of his mother. Finally, news ran through the castle that the prince had returned from Dorban. The same afternoon, Eldalain discovered he, his mother, and two younger brothers had been invited to dine with Lord Taladain.

      It was rare for Eldalain and his brothers to eat with their father. The man had little patience for their youthful exuberance and hijinks. When asked about the occasion, Eldalain’s mother had replied, “It is your father’s wish to see all of his sons together. I expect you and your brothers to be on your best behavior. It would be unwise to stir his anger.”

      Eldalain knew his father’s penchant for issuing harsh consequences on anyone who crossed him. At his mother’s wishes, he had done his best to make sure his younger brothers understood. At ages eleven and nine, neither seemed to take life as seriously as they should.

      When it was time, Eldalain’s mother came to his room. He answered the door and saw Geldalain and Raladain standing beside her, all three dressed in their finest clothes, the two boys in velvet breeches with coats to match.

      “You look fine in your robes, Eldy.” His mother gave him a tight smile.

      He hadn’t worn breeches since Trandain left for Dorban. Today, he wore his best robes, purple with a white sash. “They still feel odd to wear, but Trandain tells me it is necessary for magic to properly flow through me.”

      “Yes. It is why all wizards wear such clothing. Now, hurry along. We mustn’t keep your father waiting.”

      With their mother in the lead, the three boys followed her down the corridor and up the stairs. There were two guards posted outside Lord Taladain’s chambers. Eldalain’s mother walked past them and into the room.

      The long dining table was prepared for dinner, the room dark save for the flickering candlelight from the chandelier overhead. Eldalain’s mother sat at one end of the table. His two younger brothers took spots between him and his mother. Trandain and Nordain sat across from him, along with Captain Hillstop. With cropped black hair, peppered with gray, Hillstop had been the Captain of the Indigo Hounds for over a decade. Eldalain wondered how much longer he would serve before another replaced him.

      Taladain entered the room, taking a seat at the end of the table. At nearly two hundred years of age, not only was he the eldest at the table, he might be the oldest man in the world. Such was the power of Gheald, their god.

      The dinner commenced with Taladain clapping for Ruthers, the new head of the palace staff. The man had rapidly risen through the ranks, beginning as a steward when Eldalain was eight years old. In those seven years, Ruthers had proven his attention to detail, something Eldalain’s father valued greatly.

      Food was set before everyone, along with drinks. Eldalain made a motion to request wine but was denied by his mother’s reproving glare. Instead, he stewed while Trandain and Nordain drank. Little was said, the atmosphere thick with discomfort. Eldalain continually glanced toward his father to see if the man paid him any attention. Never once did he see Taladain’s gaze shift in his direction.

      When Eldalain’s food was gone, he sat quietly, waiting to be dismissed. In the meantime, his older brothers continued to drink, while his younger brothers poked each other beneath the table. Finally, his father clapped his hands and ordered a round of wine for everyone, even the youngest boys.

      Eldalain sat forward and watched the dark red liquid fill his chalice. His mother appeared unhappy but said nothing. When the steward stepped away from the table, Lord Taladain spoke.

      “You might be wondering why I called everyone together. This is a special occasion.” The man turned toward Trandain and smiled. “Thanks to a display of power by Trandain, your cousin, Heldain, now rules Dorban.” He held his glass up. “A toast to Trandain and the continuation of Killarius rule in Ghealdor.”

      Everyone lifted their glasses. Trandain appeared upset and was already deep into his cups. Nordain was even worse, his face twisted beyond his disfiguration. Eldalain drank, the warm liquid running down his throat. It was only the second time he had tried wine. A special occasion indeed.

      “Do you wish to relay the tale, Trandain? From what Hillstop’s men reported, it was quite impressive.”

      “I…” Trandain visibly struggled with something. “I just did what I had to do. Nothing more.”

      Taladain shook his head. “Nonsense. You defeated a high wizard. Burst his head right open, they say.”

      Trandain’s face darkened further. He downed the rest of his chalice and stood. “If you will please excuse me…”

      Eldalain’s father furrowed a brow at Trandain, then nodded. “Very well. I had best be off to Devotion anyway.”

      Trandain strode from the room.

      Eldalain’s father stood and gave the others a nod. “Have a good evening.”

      He then headed out the door, Hillstop following. The room fell silent for a long moment until Nordain began to laugh. Eldalain felt as if he had missed something. He glanced at his mother, the woman’s face bent into a scowl.

      “Really, Nordain?” she said. “Must you ruin everything?”

      Nordain shook his head. “It wasn’t me. Trandain ruined it himself.”

      Eldalain leaned forward. “What is wrong with him? Why is he so upset?”

      Rising to his feet, Nordain downed his wine, wobbling a bit in the process. “Why don’t you ask the golden boy yourself?”

      As Nordain left the room, a whimpering sound arose. Eldalain looked at his mother, her face in her hands, sobbing.

      The woman stood and hurried out the door, leaving her three youngest boys alone.
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        * * *

      

      Eldalain headed toward his bedchamber, but paused when he heard angry voices inside Trandain’s room. Knocking, he waited a beat before opening the door.

      Nordain was inside, sitting on a chair across from Trandain. When Nordain looked up, Eldalain saw madness in his gaze.

      “Can you see, Eldy?” Nordain’s eyes bulged. “Look at what power has done to Trandain. He took a man’s life for the sake of power and now must bear the pain.”

      Eldalain looked from brother to brother. “What are you talking about?”

      “Magic.” Nordain’s tone was thick with disgust. “It changes people, creates a thirst for power. That thirst will do far worse things to you than what magic has done to me.” He gestured with his deformed hand. “You can see the regret in his eyes. Don’t go to Tiadd, Eldalain. There is a better way.”

      “Leave him be, brother,” Trandain said. “Your hatred toward magic twists your opinion. It is not evil by nature, but rather by the way it is used.”

      Nordain glared at Trandain. “Such as how you used your magic in Tangor?”

      Trandain’s face grew pale. “Please, I would rather forget. It was the means to an end, nothing more.”

      “It was wrong, and you know it.”

      Trandain’s voice quieted. “It was what Father demanded.”

      “See!” Nordain stood. “The man is demented. Decades of wielding a magic never intended for man has twisted him. He is no longer human!”

      Eldalain couldn’t remain quiet any longer. “Don’t say that!” He burst forward and pushed Nordain, the man stumbling backward, falling into his chair.

      Nordain snarled and leapt up, lunging forward. Desperate, Eldalain reached toward the bookshelf beside him and grabbed the nearest thing he could find – an ornamental hammer gilded with gold. He swung as Nordain stumbled. The hammer struck Nordain in the side of the head with a sickening thud. Nordain fell to the floor, temple torn open, eyes rolled up in his head.

      “What have you done?” Trandain exclaimed. He dove to the floor and knelt beside Nordain. “Please, don’t be dead,” he said, his voice wobbling, on the edge of tears.

      Eldalain watched his eldest brother cry over the brother he had struck. Trandain twisted the ring on his finger and drew in magic, his body beginning to glow with impossible brightness.

      The ring. The power.

      Eldalain envied the magic Trandain was able to wield. With the augmented power, his brother had secured their father’s adoration. However, Trandain was too soft, too weak. He couldn’t even bear killing a wizard who had outlived his usefulness.

      He doesn’t deserve it, Eldalain thought. I could be the weapon Father desires.

      The hammer felt solid in his grip, the end stained with crimson. Lifting it high above his head, he smashed it down with all his might. The thud of it sinking into Trandain’s skull was sickening, but Eldalain fought through it. Trandain fell on top of Nordain, the glow of his magic gone in an instant.

      Eldalain hit his brother again and again until blood covered the area. He then dropped the hammer and reached for Trandain’s hand. A twist, a pull, and the ring came free.

      With wonder in his eyes, Eldalain gaped at the black stone mounted to the ring. Inside the gold band, he saw silvery script, squiggly lines he could not read. He slipped the small, golden circlet onto his finger and reached for magic as his brother had taught him. The magic resisted briefly, then began to fill him until he thought he might float right off the floor with the energy of it, the room glowing brightly.

      This is power. Father can no longer ignore me.
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      It was dark, the night quiet. Garvin crept along the reeds of the riverbank. Across the water, the tall walls of the island city waited, Fastella appearing like a sleeping giant. The cloud covering the moon slowly drifted east, the shadow of it sliding down the city wall and across the water, toward Garvin’s position. In the light of the round moon, he spotted a small boat.

      Three people occupied the vessel – one person rowing, another at the bow, the third at the stern. The boat angled toward a dark recess of rocks. The man drew the oars in, and the boat slipped between two rocks, one of them scraping the hull briefly, the sound carrying in the quiet of night. When the boat faded from view, Garvin marked the location, memorizing it.

      He scrambled up the bank and ducked into the woods. There, in the shadows, five men waited. Four of them carried a boat they had stolen from a small fishing village a few miles upstream. Those soldiers had shed their armor in favor of black tunics and breeches. The fifth man was bald and wore black robes with a matching sash.

      “Are you finally ready?” Charcoan asked.

      “Yes. I thought it best if we allowed tonight’s shipment to arrive before we cross. It would cause problems if the smugglers came in after us, catching us from behind and unaware.” Garvin bent and picked up the oars. “Follow me. Remain quiet. Once on the water, no talking. Sounds carry far on the river, and we don’t know where enemy ears might be hiding.”

      Garvin led them from the woods and down the bank. He slid the boat into the water and held the bow steady while the others climbed in. The largest of the men, a soldier named Korm, slid the oar pins in place and gripped the handles. Garvin pushed off and climbed in. The boat scraped past the reeds as it floated into open water.

      Korm moved the oars in long, easy swings, easing the paddles into the water with each stroke. As they crossed the broad river, toward the massive island city, Garvin stared at the bridge. A man with a lunar lens would be posted there, watching for their river crossing. Once the boat was hidden, the man was to report to Henton. From his location a half-mile away, Garvin saw nothing but the pale arch of the distant bridge.

      I hope you are paying attention, Henton.

      He turned to face the other direction, where the remainder of the fleet from Shear waited. At the signal, they were to attack the harbor. The entire plan required proper timing. Only Garvin and Henton knew the whole of it. The wizards from Farrowen knew nothing, save for their small but critical task.

      “Better they remain unaware,” Henton had said. “If they don’t commit fully, they might fail or find a way to avoid the task altogether.”

      Based on what he had seen, Garvin agreed with the man’s assessment.

      When they passed the halfway point, Garvin began searching for the right spot among the shadows. He pointed right, and the man behind him tapped Korm’s left shoulder. The boat turned. He held his arm straight up, instructing Korm to maintain the heading. The signals had been worked out ahead of time, the need for silence requiring coordination.

      Steadily, the boat closed the gap to the island until Garvin held his flat palm toward the man behind him. The oars stopped and the boat coasted into the narrow gap between two boulders jutting above the water’s surface. Garvin pushed off one side, narrowly avoiding the hull from scraping. They were soon past the boulders and in a sheltered alcove. An oar against a rock turned the boat, and they eased into a dark recess.

      The boat struck something solid, lurching to a stop. Garvin reached around in the darkness, searching for a grip until he found a large rock to his left. He held the boat in place while Bean lit a shuttered lantern. It came to life, and the man turned the open side toward the bow.

      They were in the mouth of a natural cave. Another boat was beside theirs, tied off to a large rock.

      Garvin climbed out and held the boat while the other soldiers and the wizard disembarked. He then tied the boat off and waved them forward.

      Bean, whose name derived from his lean, lanky build, held the lantern up and advanced carefully. Garvin drew his sword and held it ready while taking the second position. Korm, Daggett, and Deveron also drew their swords as they fell in line. Charcoan followed, his face covered by the shadow of his hood.

      The rough, natural, winding path of the tunnel ended, becoming a chiseled-out tube with a low ceiling and smooth walls, forcing them to duck to continue. A dozen strides in, the tunnel floor angled upward, rising at an easy slope for twenty strides before it stopped at a dead end.

      A ladder ran upward, into the darkness. Garvin tapped Bean’s shoulder. The man tilted the lantern up to reveal the far end of the ladder, two stories up. With a sigh, Garvin sheathed his sword, drew a knife, and stuck it between his teeth. He began to climb.

      During his ascent, he noticed a pulley above him, a rope looped through it. They must use the pulley to hoist crates of smuggled goods. As he reached the top rung, he peered over the edge. Light leaked from beneath a doorway and noise could be heard from the room beyond. He waved for the others to follow and climbed off the ladder.

      The area was small, but big enough to hold them all. Garvin stood to one side and gripped his dagger, deciding the space was too narrow to swing a sword. The others soon reached the top and gathered in the tight quarters, Bean ascending last with shuttered lantern in hand.

      Garvin leaned close, whispering, “Set the lantern down. Draw your weapons. We need to strike fast.”

      The area fell dark. Shuffling and the sounds of daggers being drawn followed. Garvin put his hand on the doorknob, took a breath, and burst into the room.

      The four smugglers unpacking boxes shouted in surprise. Garvin darted across the room, targeting the man farthest from the door. The smuggler tried to use a crate lid as a shield, raising it when Garvin made a feint toward his face. Instead, he sliced low, splitting the man’s stomach from hip to hip. He cried out, dropped the wooden crate lid, and clutched his torn abdomen. A dagger through the throat finished him. With the smugglers unprepared, the fight was brief, the enemy going down without Garvin’s crew suffering a single injury. He knelt and wiped his blade on a dead man’s tunic while surveying his surroundings.

      They appeared to be in a cellar – the floors dirt, the walls made from stone blocks. Crates of food surrounded them.

      Garvin crossed the room and crept up the steep stairs. A closed trapdoor waited at the top. With care, he opened it to a dark house. Everything was quiet.

      He waved hastily, beckoning the others to follow. They had little time. Morning was approaching and they had a gate to open.
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        * * *

      

      Pounding at the door stirred Eldalain from his slumber. He sat up in his bed, still wearing his robes. With an army at the gate, he needed to be ready at any moment. An enchanted lantern bloomed to life, revealing Klondon heading toward the door. The big man had slept on the sofa in Eldalain’s chambers the prior three nights, ever since the enemy had arrived.

      Klondon opened the door, flickering torchlight from the corridor seeping through. A soldier stood waiting, casting a long shadow across the room.

      “What is it, soldier?” Eldalain asked as he walked toward the open door.

      “The enemy attacks, my prince. They intend to take the south gate by force.”

      “What of the wizards who were to man the wall?”

      “I don’t know, Your Highness. The moment we determined the enemy was preparing for an assault, I jumped on a horse and rode to the palace. Captain Verd is rousing the troops and will be marching to the gate at any moment.”

      Eldalain frowned in thought. He had kept a couple hundred soldiers at both gates with a rotating shift. The remainder of his twelve hundred guards were stationed in the palace barracks and surrounding buildings, ready to respond should anything happen at either gate. Parsec and the other wizards were to watch for any magic with the order to counter it and remove enemy wizards. I have a big problem if they have abandoned their post. Without the wizards, magic would be left unchecked.

      “Klondon.” Eldalain turned and found his bodyguard strapping metal bracers to his thick forearms. “We are off to the gate. We have a city to defend.”

      The three men raced along the corridor and down the stairs to the main floor and out to the stables. With a quick word to the stable hand, Eldalain and Klondon were each on a horse and racing through the dark streets of Fastella in moments. To the east, pale skies foretold the impending dawn.

      When Eldalain reached the square inside the gate, he found it filled with soldiers who appeared ready to fight. The men were armed and restless. Through the bars of the gate, Eldalain saw the enemy on the far end of the bridge but not yet advancing.

      “Who is in charge?” Eldalain shouted.

      A soldier pointed. “Lieutenant Fulford, sir!”

      Eldalain followed the gesture, noticing Fulford and Sergeant McCanda standing beside the gate tower, the two men in a heated discussion. With a nudge, he urged his horse toward them.

      When he reached them, Eldalain slid off his horse and asked, “Where are the wizards?”

      “Apologies, sir,” Fulford said. “McCanda and I were just discussing that very issue. Sometime during the night, the four wizards stationed here disappeared. Nobody knows where they went.”

      “Parsec…,” the prince growled. “I’m going up to the wall. If they somehow penetrate the gate, you are to hold them back at any cost. Captain Verd will be here soon with reinforcements.”

      “Yes, Your Highness.” Fulford thumped a fist to his chest.

      “Follow me, Your Highness,” McCanda said as he entered the tower and began climbing the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Rindle stood atop the wall, considering the scene below. After a long and dreary night, something was finally happening.

      “I’ll never understand why someone would sign up to be a soldier,” he said to Herrod, the big man standing beside him.

      No other soldiers stood to the same side of the tower as them, but rather, two score lined the wall from the gate tower to the far side of the gate.

      Rindle toyed with his helmet. It chafed his forehead and made him long to toss it off the wall. “Standing watch for long stretches is tedious to the extreme, but the alternative is worse. How many will die tonight?” The enemy lined up at the far end of the bridge, preparing for something. “And for what? Who cares which wizard rules the city or which wizardom you call home?”

      Herrod grunted. “Seems stupid to me.”

      “Exactly. If I’m going to risk my life, there’d better damn well be gold on the line.”

      The big man looked at Rindle. “Speaking of which, you had better pay me, or it’ll be your life at risk.”

      Rindle sighed. “I have the coin. We survive this, and you’ll see your gold.”

      “Cordelia is going to be upset.”

      “She doesn’t own us. We can do something on the side, so long as it doesn’t harm the guild. Besides, if we succeed, she and the guild will be better off.”

      A commotion from the tower drew Rindle’s attention. In the torchlight, he spotted McCanda, Prince Eldalain, and his imposing bodyguard, Klondon, step onto the wall. The dreary boredom of the past hours faded in a flash, lost to the rush of adrenalin pounding through his veins and the queasiness in his stomach.

      “There he is,” Rindle whispered.

      “Both of them,” Herrod muttered.

      “I told you. Klondon is always with the prince. It’s a big reason why nobody has attempted to eliminate the man.”

      “Yeah. He’s big, but everyone bleeds,” Herrod grunted. “What now?”

      “Now we wait for the opportunity.”
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        * * *

      

      Crouched on a rooftop, Garvin waited and watched. Once the Ghealdan soldiers stationed inside the gate were roused, he’d know Henton had shown his hand. The Farrowen soldiers would fill the bridge, preparing to advance.

      When a lone Ghealdan soldier mounted a horse and rode off toward the heart of the city, Garvin took note. He suspected the man would warn the prince and bring more soldiers. The action was inevitable but anticipated.

      Timing was critical. Once inside the city gates, Farrowen’s superior numbers would come into play. Eldalain could have no more than fifteen hundred soldiers in the city, less than a fourth of what Farrowen had brought to the party. Garvin knew the bulk of the Farrowen force would be stationed at the heart of the city, ready to respond if an attack came to either gate. However, it would take ten minutes to cover the distance on foot. Add in the time to rouse, arm, and organize the soldiers, a fifteen-minute window remained. Within that narrow window, Garvin and his team had to open the gate.

      He glanced toward the eastern sky, faintly lit with a purple hue. It was time for his force to advance.

      A careful climb down a drainpipe took him to the alley where the others waited. With his feet on the ground, he turned toward them.

      “The attack will come within minutes. We must storm the tower and reach the winch room at the top before the main Ghealdan force reaches the gate.” His gaze swept across the shadow-covered faces. “Any questions?”

      “What of the wizards?” Bean asked.

      “I haven’t seen any, but that’s why we have Charcoan with us.”

      “Keep the Ghealdan soldiers away from me. If I go down, you lose your wizard,” Charcoan said. “If we come across any enemy wizards, just get out of my way.”

      “You heard Charcoan. Any more questions?” Garvin looked each man in the face, men he trusted. No questions came. “All right. Let’s go.”

      Garvin snuck toward the mouth of the alley and peered around the corner while the others gathered behind him. Two officers argued outside the tower entrance, one man waving in the air, the other shaking his head. The sound of approaching horses came from the heart of the city. Garvin pulled back into the alley and pressed against the wall, the others doing the same.

      Two horses sped past.

      Peering around the corner, Garvin spotted a man in robes on one horse, a hulking soldier on the other.

      “Eldalain,” Charcoan hissed in Garvin’s ear as the man peered past him.

      The prince dismounted and followed one of the officers into the tower, his bodyguard trailing. The remaining officer began issuing orders, the soldiers forming ranks inside the gate.

      Garvin whispered to Charcoan, “Can you handle Eldalain?”

      The man narrowed his eyes. “He is no wizard lord. He can be defeated.”

      “Good.” Garvin waved for them to follow. “Cross now. Stay out of the lantern lights.”

      He scurried across the street and hugged the wall, easing toward the tower with his men close behind. The tower blocked the lanterns lighting the square, drawing a line of light and shadow on the street just beyond his toes. When he reached the tower, he eased around the curved wall, toward the door. The last few feet would place them in the light, so they would need to move quickly.

      A backward glance revealed the silhouettes of his five companions, all with their backs to the wall, waiting for his signal. Slowly, he drew his dagger. When each of the other soldiers held a weapon ready, he gave them a nod and darted for the tower door.

      Yanking the door open, Garvin dove inside. Two startled guards turned toward him. Without pausing, he drove his blade into the first, burying it deep in the man’s stomach. He pulled the man close and placed his hand over his mouth as he tried to scream. Shouts came from outside as Korm fought off a Ghealdan soldier and pulled the door shut. Bean slid the bar into place, locking them in. Daggett had already slit the throat of the other soldier, the man lying on the floor, feebly clutching at his neck as his life bled out.

      The guard with Garvin’s dagger in his stomach weakened and fell limp. Garvin let him go, his body slipping off the blade as he crumpled to the floor.

      Garvin wiped his blade clean and headed for the curved stairwell, followed by Deveron, Bean, Charcoan, and Daggett. The squad advanced with Korm acting as rear guard, facing backward as they eased up the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Eldalain narrowed his eyes as the Farrowen warriors advanced across the bridge from the south riverbank. The front line was heavily armored, holding oversized shields up to protect the archers behind them. McCanda called out and a volley launched, a flurry of arrows aimed at the advancing force. Most arrows struck shields, but here and there, men fell, some screaming in pain, some quiet in death. Either way, they were no longer of concern.

      The prince drew in his magic, preparing for what might come next. However, there was no sign of magic being used or any sighting of the enemy wizards. It didn’t make sense, and he began to wonder at their intent. He then thought about the gate. Until it was broken or lifted, the city would hold.

      Magic is the only thing that might defeat the gate, but what of lifting it? He spun toward the tower, alarmed. What if the attack is a ruse designed to draw our attention?

      He ran past Klondon and into the tower’s uppermost room. As Eldalain ran inside, men dressed in black appeared in the stairwell across the room. The first man’s eyes grew wide as he gripped a bloodied dagger. Eldalain lashed out with an energy spell consisting of dozens of tiny knives of magic. The man at the front dove to the floor, the blast going over him to strike the soldier behind him. Magical blades tore through the man, shredding his clothing and body alike. He fell backward and down the stairs as the men in the stairwell flattened against the wall to get out of the way.

      The glow of magic came from the stairwell, and a man shouted, “Get back!” The robed man rushed up the stairs while forming a shield of protection.

      “Charcoan!” Eldalain exclaimed as he crafted a new construct. “You slime!”

      Without waiting for a reply, foulfire burst from Eldalain’s hands, engulfing the traitor.
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        * * *

      

      From his position on top of the wall, Rindle watched Eldalain. The wizard seemed focused on the scene below until he spun around and rushed back into the tower. Klondon turned to follow but hesitated just long enough.

      “Herrod. Now!” Rindle said as he surged forward and thrust his rapier at Klondon’s midriff.

      The big man was faster than Rindle suspected, the swing of his bracer deflecting the blade as he drew his battle axe. Dark, wild eyes bulged as the man lifted the axe, intent to cleave Rindle in half. The axe deflected off Herrod’s shield when he burst between Rindle and the giant bodyguard. Klondon followed with a meaty fist, striking the side of Herrod’s helmet, causing the big man to stagger. Herrod recovered and swung his cudgel, striking Klondon’s armored shoulder. The bodyguard rolled with it and spun, his axe leveled at Herrod, who twisted to block the strike, his shield taking the brunt of the blow. The impact drove him toward the wall and nearly over the edge. Klondon lifted his axe for the killing blow.

      Rindle, fully recovered, had been waiting for an opening. When Klondon lifted his axe overhead, it exposed the man’s armpits…and a gap in the armor. With every bit of power he could muster, Rindle drove his rapier into Klondon’s ribs, the tip sinking deep before it stopped. The man’s axe fell toward Herrod, then slipped from his grip, spinning out into the open air beyond the wall.

      Herrod recovered and swung his cudgel, striking Klondon’s helmet with a shattering blow. The giant man fell to his knee. Herrod lifted his cudgel and drove it downward. At the same time, Klondon drew a knife and slashed at Herrod. The cudgel smashed into Klondon’s head as he cut deep into Herrod’s leg. Klondon collapsed, his body unmoving, his face covered with blood, his helm dented. Herrod fell to one knee, clutching the other leg, which was torn wide open.

      Sitting on the wall, Herrod grabbed Klondon’s bloody dagger and began cutting clothing away.

      Rindle gathered himself, realizing Herrod would be of no further use. He would have to kill Eldalain alone. Anything less was failure.

      He put his back to the tower wall and peered through the open doorway.

      Eldalain’s back faced him, arms extended, fire pouring from them toward another wizard. This was it. His chance to prove he was better than Landish. Gritting his teeth, Rindle dove inside and thrust his rapier forward with all his might. It struck Eldalain in the back, plunging deep. Shocked by the ease with which it happened, Rindle released the blade and stumbled backward.

      The fire from Eldalain died away, revealing another wizard, a bald man with tattoos covering his head, his hands held up, palms exposed and blackened, face twisted in pain. Eldalain turned and stumbled toward Rindle, his mouth open, glittering blood oozing down his chin. He fell to his knees, wobbled for a moment, and fell to his side, dead.

      Men dressed in black rushed past the other wizard. Bloody knives flashed. Rindle held his hands up, backing away.

      “Please, don’t kill me,” he cried.
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        * * *

      

      The fire from Eldalain suddenly ceased. Garvin lowered the arm that had been blocking his face from the heat and saw Charcoan, the man’s face twisted in pain, hands blackened by the fire. Across the tower room was Eldalain, eyes wide, a foot of narrow steel poking from his chest. Blood, sparkling with magic, ran down his robes. The prince turned toward a tall, thin guard, who backed away in shock as Eldalain fell to his knees, then to the floor.

      The guard attacked Eldalain from behind, Garvin realized. “The prince is dead. Come on!”

      Garvin ignored the guard who had killed the wizard, instead peering across the circular room, toward an open doorway. Four stunned guards stood on a balcony, beside levers and a massive wheel with chains wrapped around it.

      With Deveron dead, Garvin’s remaining members emerged from the stairwell. Bean moved toward the lone, unarmed guard until Garvin grabbed his arm. “Leave him. He killed Eldalain, so he is on our side.” He pointed toward the balcony where the lift mechanism waited. “Take them, and we take the tower.”

      As one, the four Midnight Guard rushed through the open doorway. The Ghealdan soldiers were armed with swords, but the quarters were too tight for them to use the longer blades to their advantage. Garvin and his crew dodged the enemy attacks and drove inside their defenses in a flash, daggers finding exposed faces and gaps in armor. The guards didn’t stand a chance.

      Daggett pulled the lever to release the lock, while Korm and Bean began cranking the wheel. As the gate opened, shouts arose below, followed by the clash of steel as the Farrowen Army stormed into the city, instantly engaging the guards protecting it.

      Relieved, Garvin stepped back inside, his gaze sweeping the room.

      Charcoan sat on the floor, his back against the wall as he stared at his mangled hands, blackened and covered with blisters. Four guards lay dead, as did Prince Eldalain. A rapier still protruded from the man’s chest, and his assailant stood just a few feet away with his hands in the air, staring at Daggett’s dagger pointed at him.

      “Who are you?” Garvin asked. “Why did you kill Eldalain?”

      “I, um… I am a thief. People call me Rindle. I was hired to kill the prince.”

      “Well, thief…” Garvin grinned. “You just saved some lives. Now, let’s go save some more.”

      Rindle’s brow furrowed. “What?”

      “See the rope over there?” Garvin pointed at a coil of rope on a hook across the room. “Grab it and bring it here.”

      While the thief retrieved the rope, Garvin bent, gripped the rapier’s hilt, and put his foot against Eldalain. The blade came free, streaked with glittering blood. The thief returned with the rope, and Garvin exchanged it for the rapier.

      “You try to poke any of us with that thing, and it’ll be the last stupid move you make,” he said as he relinquished the sword. Garvin looped the rope around the neck of the dead prince and tied it into a slipknot. “Thief, sheath your sword and take his feet.” Still visibly confused, the man did as he was asked. “Korm, Bean, Daggett, grab weapons and head out onto the wall. I need you to get us out over the gate.”

      The men stormed past, each with a sword in one hand, a dagger in the other. Garvin and the thief followed, carrying the dead prince. Once outside, they had to step over the body of a dead guard, the massive man’s head bloodied, his helm dented. Beside him was another large man. His leg had been hastily bandaged, the torn cloth blood-soaked. He appeared pale.

      “Are you all right, Herrod?” the thief asked.

      The big man shook his head. “I don’t know. I lost a lot of blood.”

      “I’ll be back for you,” the thief said as they rushed past.

      Ahead, the soldiers in black fought with the men on the wall, leveraging surprise and cutting through them while forging a path above the open portcullis. The square below was a frantic melee of swords and soldiers, some fighting to capture the city, others battling to defend it.

      When they reached the middle, Garvin and the thief set the prince down. Garvin then looped one end of the rope around a merlon, tying it securely.

      “Help me throw him off,” he said to the thief as he squatted to grip Eldalain’s shoulders. With a mighty heave, they tossed the dead prince off the wall.

      Eldalain’s body turned slowly, his purple robes rippling as he plummeted. When the body was twenty feet above the ground, the rope grew taut, snapping the man’s body around. It then swung toward the open gate a few times, like a pendulum, before it lost momentum. The fight below began to wane as soldiers took notice of the dead prince. As the roar quieted, Garvin cupped his hands around his mouth.

      “Stop! Stop the fighting!” He took a breath. “The prince is dead. The city is ours. Throw down your swords and live to fight another day!”

      Amazingly, men began to do that very thing. In moments, the battle ended, the city guards capitulating after the death of their leader.

      Fastella is ours.
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      The clouds were orange, red, and pink streaks against a deep blue backdrop, the sun somewhere below the western horizon. At a slow, steady pace, the barge drifted south, the water flowing toward the ocean but at a far slower pace than it had upstream, before the river had widened and leveled. Even with the crew swapping their long poles with paddles, the pace was slow compared to the first day and a half.

      The barge rounded a point and the distance between shorelines widened, the river becoming wide as a lake. Narine realized why the bridge they had passed was so far upstream from Illustan. Then the city became visible for the first time. A breeze hit, and she pinched her cloak tighter as she looked out to the capital of Pallanar.

      Built on a slope, the distant city hugged the water’s edge, the walls pale in the light of dusk. Those walls climbed the hillside, enveloping the palace at the top. Tall towers jutted above, none taller than the Tower of Devotion. There, a frost blue fire burned.

      A ship drifted into the harbor, settling among others lined along the piers. Just upshore from the harbor was a flat bay, surrounded by ships in various stages of construction. The shipyards were famous, the largest in the eight wizardoms. Ahead of the barge, logs that had floated down the river gathered in clumps along the western shore. When asked the day prior, Captain Dorsey had explained the logs were sent downstream to feed the shipyards. Each morning, crews in rowboats would collect the logs and guide them into the yard, where they would be milled into planks used to build the watercraft.

      The sky darkened further until stars began to emerge, the city walls seemingly growing brighter.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Jace said as he sat beside her on the bench.

      Narine glanced at him. The two had spoken little since sighting the wyvern and their subsequent spat. At first, she had been irritated with him, but as the days passed, her anger faded, leaving a vacuum she had never noticed before. “Yes. I had always wondered… You hear stories about Illustan and how the walls glowed at night. I wondered if I would ever see it myself.”

      Adyn, who lounged to Narine’s other side, said, “I just hope they let us in when we get there. After three days on this pile of sticks, I long for a hot meal and a bed.”

      “I asked the captain earlier.” Jace ran his hand through his hair. “He says they keep the harbor gate open for an hour after Devotion rather than closing it at nightfall.”

      As if prompted, the fire on the Tower of Devotion blazed to life. Four beams of ice-blue light shot out from the tower, connecting to distant cities across the wizardom. From the darkness of the water, the pale blue city walls, combined with light from the tower, painted a mesmerizing image, leaving Narine breathless.

      Jace gripped her hand. She accepted it without comment. Adyn always said Narine was stubborn, and Jace had proven himself her equal, neither willing to apologize to the other, despite the passing days. Instead, they had allowed an awkward discomfort to persist. She had wondered if others felt the tension or if it were only in her head. While holding his hand and viewing the lights from across the water, she felt the tension release like a massive sigh.

      When the barge neared the harbor, the crew steered it toward the low docks between the main piers and the shipyards. Guided by brief commands from Captain Dorsey, the crew worked with efficiency, swiftly finding an open slip and securing the barge to the dock.

      The passengers began collecting their bags from the bin at the center of the benches. The dog jumped out and stood at Blythe’s side. Brogan thanked Dorsey and gave the man some coin while the others climbed onto the dock and waited. Narine frowned as something occurred to her.

      She turned to Blythe. “How will they get the barge back upstream?”

      Blythe laughed. “Nothing goes upstream. This was a one-way trip for the barge. It will be dismantled, the logs going to the shipyards. The other components will be loaded on wagons and return to Whitewater to be used on another barge.”

      Brogan climbed onto the dock, his shield in one hand, his pack over the other shoulder. “Come along. We need to get through the gates before they close for the night.”

      Salvon walked beside Brogan, the storyteller a head shorter than the soldier. “We need to speak with Raskor.”

      With a grunt, Brogan said, “I know. Let’s get a quick bite to eat before we pay him a visit.”

      “Why not eat at the palace?” Salvon asked.

      “I have some history with Raskor. The man could hug me and treat me like a long-lost friend, or he could declare me a criminal and throw me into a dungeon cell. Neither would surprise me. However, if a dungeon is my fate, I’ll not have it happen without a solid meal in my stomach.”

      Jace snorted. “Good thinking. I’ve made that mistake and don’t care to repeat it.”
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was an interesting combination of grilled fish, potato bread, and boiled vegetables seasoned in a way Narine had never tasted. It was different, but appetizing. With full stomachs, the party began the uphill trek to the palace. While the air was cool, it wasn’t as cold as up in the mountains. Still, everyone wore cloaks over coats as they climbed the stairs toward the citadel.

      Twenty minutes and a few hundred feet of elevation later, they reached the road leading to the palace gate. While taking the road the entire way might have made for an easier climb, it would have taken much longer than the stairs because of its winding, meandering route.

      Narine realized the climb had not winded her as much as usual. She had also noticed her clothing didn’t fit quite as tightly in the waist and hips. Weeks of travel and exercise with light meals had allowed her to shed some weight. Two sea crossings had likely also contributed, as everything she ate found its way into the sea rather than remaining in her stomach. At the thought, she smoothed her dress and glanced toward Jace. He looked at her with a hunger, his eyes following her hands. In the past, she would have been offended or embarrassed at the undisguised leer. To her own surprise, his attention now brought her satisfaction. She gave him a smile, which he returned. Her heart raced, but she was unsure if it was because of the climb or something else.

      When they reached the guards posted at the gate, Brogan spoke with them and stepped back, waiting while one of the men left to fetch his superior.

      Minutes later, the man reappeared, along with a middle-aged soldier with a gray goatee and long, graying hair tied back in a tail. The man scowled as he passed through the gate. His gaze fell on Brogan, his scowl deepening before it transformed. Suddenly, the man embraced Brogan, smiling as he clapped him on the back.

      “Well met, old friend.” The soldier stepped back and looked Brogan over. “You have aged. Gained some weight, as well.”

      “We all age, Theodin. Well, except Raskor,” Brogan said, his grin dropping away. “Does he still hold a grudge toward me?”

      “I can’t say.” Theodin shook his head. “It’s been years since I have heard him speak your name.”

      Brogan sighed. “As I thought. I will just have to chance it, for we need to speak with him.”

      “Raskor holds court tomorrow. I can put you on the list.”

      “No.” Brogan’s tone was firm, commanding. “We need to speak with him now. In private.”

      Theodin ran a hand down his face. “Do you know what you are asking of me?”

      “I do.” Brogan clapped a hand on the man’s shoulder. “And I would not ask if it weren’t of great import.”

      With a sigh and a shake of his head, Theodin said, “I pray you know what you are doing, or we may both end up in a cell.” He looked down at Phantom. “Is the dog coming, as well?”

      “Yes,” Blythe said firmly.

      With another sigh, Theodin waved them forward. “Come along then.”
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        * * *

      

      Led by Theodin and trailed by a complement of a dozen armed guards, they passed through the dark corridors of the palace. They climbed stairwells lit by amber torches until they reached the seventh floor, deep in the palace. Narine guessed they might even be inside the mountain the palace backed against.

      At last, they stopped outside a room with double doors, each marked with a diamond-shaped etching. The rapping of Theodin’s knuckles echoed in the quiet corridor. A moment later, a man’s voice called out from inside.

      “Who is it?”

      “It’s me, my lord. I have something urgent,” Theodin said loudly.

      “Come in, Theo.”

      With one last look at Brogan, the man opened the door and strode inside. Brogan followed, trailed by the others.

      The room was dark, lit only by a warm fire in a large, stone fireplace. A man and a woman lounged on a sofa in front of the fire, the man appearing no older than forty, the woman a similar age. She had red hair, fair skin, and green eyes. Narine saw some resemblance to the daughter who attended the University, although Priella’s features were plain and retained the softness of youth, while her mother had a lean, handsome face marked by lines of wisdom. When the woman’s gaze fell on Brogan, her expression shifted briefly, a flash of sorrow and loss before it was gone.

      Raskor had short, brown hair and a trimmed brown beard, his hazel eyes intense. He stood, his frame more suitable for a warrior than a wizard lord, his pale blue robes stretched tightly across broad shoulders.

      “Brogan?” the man said as he stared in shock.

      Brogan knelt to one knee, his head lowered. It was odd to see the hard, bold man defer to another in that manner. “I submit to your will, my lord. I only ask that you hear what my friends and I have to say before you pass judgment against me.”

      Lord Raskor looked down at Brogan, face emotionless. “I heard about your court martial. I had hoped you might serve the Murguard for life rather than just five years.”

      Brogan stood. “Five years is a lifetime in The Fractured Lands. The court martial is one regret among many, something I seem to collect. Even now, those regrets weigh heavily on me. Perhaps, one day, I will collect one too many and will break…unless I get myself killed first.”

      Raskor nodded, the two men sharing a silent exchange. The wizard lord’s gaze swept across the other people before him, eyes narrowing slightly when he looked at Narine. When he moved on, recognition struck, his eyes widening.

      “Salvon?”

      The old man stepped forward from his position at the back. “Yes. It is I, Raskor.”

      The wizard lord grinned and stepped toward Salvon, gripping his shoulder. “Well met, old friend. The palace has been less interesting without your presence.”

      Rising to her feet, the woman embraced the storyteller. “It is good to see you, Salvon.” She released him and tilted her head as she stared into his eyes. “You appear even younger than when I last saw you, and that was over a decade past. Do you, like my husband, have a god to give you strength and keep you young?”

      “You are too kind, my queen. However, the years and miles wearing on my body disagree. Perhaps your perspective has changed rather than my appearance.” Salvon turned toward his companions. “I present to you Lord Raskor Ueordlin and his wife, the beautiful Ariella Ueordlin.”

      Brogan shifted to stand beside Salvon, both facing Raskor. “We have news that affects Pallanar and the other wizardoms. May the three of us speak somewhere private?”

      Raskor nodded. “We can use my study.” The man held his hand out, his body glowing as he drew in his magic. A dozen lanterns lit the room, proving the chamber was far larger than just the sitting area. The three men crossed the floor and entered the neighboring room, closing the door behind them.

      Narine turned toward Ariella. “I am pleased to meet you, Your Highness. My name is Narine Killarius, daughter of Lord Taladain. I know your daughter, Priella. We shared a floor while I was at the University.”

      The woman’s brow raised at the mention of her daughter. “How is my sweet girl? I have missed her presence these past eight years.”

      Sweet girl? Narine thought. While Priella wasn’t exactly her enemy, the girl was forever moody and consistently separated herself from other students, despite Narine’s numerous attempts to engage. She sought kind words without making a false statement. “Priella is doing well and nearing the time of her Trial, I suspect. She is a talented and dedicated student and will undoubtedly do well.”

      Ariella sat and patted the sofa. “Please. Have a seat.” Narine sat beside her as the woman gestured toward the others. “Find a place to sit. My husband might be a while.”

      As the others found seats, Narine stared into the fire and considered what she had heard, what she had seen. Before she could ask it, Jace interrupted.

      “What’s the story between Brogan and your husband? I thought Brogan was some sort of war hero.”

      “A hero?” Ariella arched a brow. “I suppose I could see how one might get that impression. There was a time he was among the best soldiers in the Gleam Guard. His skill earned him a vaunted position at a young age. That, and his tight friendship with my son, Prince Rictor. You see, he was Rictor’s bodyguard, assigned to remain by his side at all times. His job was to protect Rictor and keep him alive.” The sadness returned to her eyes. “Unfortunately, that is where he failed.”

      Narine took Ariella’s hand, and the woman gave her a sad smile before she continued her story.

      “While returning from a visit to Severan, my son and his guards were accosted by a band of soldiers working for a rogue wizard, a man named Balcor Serranan. Surrounded by armed guards, armed with magic, and having the best swordsman in all of Pallanar should have been enough to fend off the attack. However, a rogue crossbow bolt made it through, taking my son in the throat. The soldiers fought the enemy soldiers, killing each one of them, but there was no saving Rictor.

      “When Brogan returned to Illustan with my son’s dead body, it was the most heart-breaking moment of my life.” She paused, swallowing hard before resuming. “I was crushed, as was Raskor. My husband wanted to kill every guard in the escort, but Brogan claimed fault and absolved all others. Raskor had known Brogan since he was a boy and had treated him as a son. So, rather than execute Brogan, he sent him to The Fractured Lands to fight in the Murguard, allowing the man’s skills to still benefit Pallanar, even if indirectly.”

      Jace sat back, his brow furrowed. “I first met Brogan about ten years ago. He worked as the bodyguard for an important person in Fastella, so he left the Murguard sometime before then. A few years later, he and I did a job together. It paid well. Extremely well. It seems the man has been hiding in the mountains north of here ever since.”

      “Hiding?” Blythe asked.

      “What would you call it?”

      She gave a small smirk. “Living in peace. Enjoying nature.”

      Jace snorted. “Sounds frighteningly boring.”

      Blythe’s grin faded. “It’s not a bad life, but I often wonder if it’s the right life for him.” She looked toward the closed door to the study. “He has seemed…rejuvenated since you people appeared. It’s as if he had been going through the motions before, and now, he is engaging life rather than watching it pass by.”

      The conversation continued for a few more minutes, Narine making introductions while Ariella nodded and repeated names, as if filing them away for safekeeping. The door to the study opened and the three men entered the room. Raskor’s brow was furrowed, his expression one of concern.

      Ariella stood. “What is it?”

      “There is trouble in Farrowen and Ghealdor. It appears Malvorian made a power play, but someone else now holds the reins.” Raskor stopped before his wife, placing a hand on her arm. “They have discovered a means to capture Towers of Devotion and redirect the prayers to another wizardom.”

      Ariella gasped. “With such power…”

      “Yes. This is a threat to us all.” Raskor turned to Theodin, who stood beside the closed corridor door. “Take these folks to the guest quarters. I believe we have enough open rooms to house each of them.”

      “Yes, my lord,” Theodin said as he opened the door.

      Raskor turned toward Brogan and Salvon as he slipped an arm around Ariella. “My wife and I would like you to join us for breakfast.” He gestured toward the glass-paned doors across from the sitting area. “On my balcony. Just the…” He paused, visibly counting to himself, “twelve of us…including the dog.”
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      Narine felt wonderful, fully rested and freshly bathed. She hadn’t slept well since leaving Fastella nearly a season ago.

      She wore a clean dress – the only one she had with her. It was wrinkled, but not horribly so. Better yet, it didn’t smell like a horse.

      “If I am dining with a wizard lord and queen, I am doing it after I have bathed and am properly dressed,” she had told Adyn earlier that morning. The snarls in her hair had resisted, but Adyn had battled them with a vigor that left Narine with a headache. Once Adyn finished braiding the long, blonde locks, Narine gazed into the mirror and felt a rare sense of pride. She looked and felt like a princess once again.

      She and Adyn left their room and joined the others gathering in the corridor. At the far end, a beam of sunlight streamed through a stained-glass window with a pale blue diamond in the middle – the symbol of Pallanar.

      They followed a guard two stories up the stairs and along a corridor before entering another stairwell. Climbing three more levels, they returned to the same corridor as the prior evening and passed through Raskor’s chambers to emerge outside.

      The morning sun lit the balcony, bright and warm, balancing the chilled air. The temperature was pleasant for an autumn morning this far south. The guests claimed seats along both sides of a large table, leaving the chairs at each end for Raskor and Ariella. Phantom lay near Blythe, basking in the sun, while everyone chatted about their lush quarters and soft beds.

      A bell rang and Raskor and Ariella stepped outside, arm in arm. The man wore pale blue robes, shimmering in the sunlight, his black sash smartly complementing the outfit. The queen’s garb was an inverse to his own, a black gown with pale blue highlights and a pale blue ribbon in her hair.

      Raskor walked his wife to her chair. She kissed his cheek and sat while he circled to his own seat. With a clap of his hands, a vanguard of waitstaff in white coats and dresses emerged from the room, storming the table, filling plates and cups in a flurry before retreating.

      “Please, eat,” Raskor said.

      Everyone obeyed his command with enthusiasm. The smoked fish was salty, the bread light and fluffy, the cheese smoky, the berries fresh and juicy.

      Raskor said, “I have been considering your news. For many years, the wizardoms have operated independently, each focusing on its own needs and own problems. Only in our mutual contributions to the University and to the Murguard have we collaborated. Power, or the desire to obtain more of it, has changed the landscape, and we can no longer behave in such an insular manner.

      “However, the thirst for power often creates risk. It sounds as if Malvorian’s aggression cost him his life. We can hope for the same with his successor, but we must prepare in case they set their sights on Pallanar.”

      Jace leaned forward and cleared his throat. “If you don’t mind, I have a suggestion.”

      Raskor arched a brow. “If you have words of wisdom, I would hear them.”

      “I suggest you create a network of informants. Place several of them in each major foreign city and have them send coded messages with traders and ships journeying between here and there. Start with Marquithe and Fastella, for that is where the current power struggle takes place.”

      The wizard lord sat back, face souring. “You speak of spies.”

      Jace grinned. “It appears we speak the same language.”

      Raskor shook his head. “I don’t know. Such…subterfuge. It’s dishonest.”

      “Of course it’s dishonest. That’s the whole point.”

      “It’s just very…unPallanese.”

      “That only makes it better. The Pallanese are known to be reserved about many things, including honesty. You are less likely to be suspected.” Jace paused and watched the wizard lord. “It will let you know what occurs in these other cities. It is for the good of your people.”

      The man arched a brow. “May I ask, what is your name?”

      Narine almost expected an outlandish reply and was oddly disappointed when Jace replied, “My real name is Jerrell Landish. Perhaps you have heard of me?”

      Ariella exclaimed, “The thief? The one who bamboozled High Wizard Montague out of his clothes?”

      Clapping his hand over his eyes, Jace shook his head. “Why does everyone think I wanted the man’s clothes?” He lowered his hand and looked up toward the sky. “Why can’t someone, for once, mention the mining caper in Souton, or the way I bamboozled the minister of trade in Marquithe?”

      Narine, Rhoa, and Salvon laughed. Brogan joined in and patted Jace on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I didn’t tell them about the time you shoved a rusty sword up a monster’s arse.”

      More laughter followed, with Raskor and his wife joining in.

      Jace looked at Brogan. “Thank you so much.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Sighing, Jace turned toward Raskor. “If you decide you are not above using spies, I would be happy to offer suggestions about how to get started.”

      Raskor nodded. “Thank you. I will think on–”

      Distant screams had everyone turning toward the city. Nobody was prepared for what came next.

      A massive creature with a green body and shimmering, purple neck and head flew over Illustan. The beast released a roar and sent a burst of flames toward something below.

      Narine and everyone else scrambled from the table and rushed to the balcony railing. “A dragon!” she exclaimed in awe.

      “It’s attacking the city.” Raskor turned and rushed from the room, calling for guards.

      Salvon shouted. “No, Raskor! You mustn’t attack it!”

      When the wizard lord did not respond, Salvon rushed off to chase the man down. After a moment of hesitation, Ariella, Brogan, Blythe, and Phantom followed him, leaving Narine alone with Jace, Rhoa, Rawk, and Algoron. They turned to look over the railing, mesmerized as the immense, flying creature from legend twirled in the air and sailed out over the river.

      “That thing is as big as a house,” Jace said.

      “Maybe even bigger,” Rhoa added.

      Rawk shook his head. “How can one fight something that size?”

      “You don’t fight a dragon,” Algoron said. “You run away or else end up as a dragon snack.”

      On the palace walls below, soldiers began to pour out, armed with spears and bows. A horn blew, a call to arms. It also attracted the dragon’s attention. The monster turned, circling over the city and releasing a roar. With increasing speed, it barreled toward the wall. Another call sounded, and a volley of arrows filled the air. The arrows struck the beast, deflecting off the glittering scales, the broken shafts falling harmlessly. Still flying toward the palace, a stream of fire shot from the dragon’s mouth, engulfing a cluster of soldiers on the wall, while those to either side readied spears. Screams erupted, arms flailing as they fell from the ramparts. Spears were launched, many striking the dragon, every one of them bouncing off harmlessly.

      Brogan, Blythe, Phantom, and Ariella emerged on the rooftop of a tower to Narine’s right. At the same time, Raskor appeared on a tower to her left, overlooking the citadel wall. The man drew on his magic, the power of it glowing brightly even in the light of day. The dragon circled and returned for another attack on the wall, but just before the monster reached it, the wizard lord’s arms shot forward, a bolt of lightning surging out and striking the dragon. The lightning flickered and dissipated without any apparent effect. The beast banked and turned toward Raskor before releasing a furious blast of fire. Just in time, the man raised a magic shield as the flames enveloped him. When the dragon sailed past and the fire fell away, Raskor was on his knees, his robes tattered and burning. The man rolled on the tower roof in an attempt to douse the flames.

      The dragon rose high above the castle and did a loop, its direction shifting toward the upper balcony where Narine and the others waited.

      “Run!” Jace shouted. “Get inside!”

      They all turned and ran around the table, toward the safety of the building. But Narine’s clumsy nature arose and she tripped, her dress snagged on a chair, and she landed on her back with a grunt, facing the sky, her jaw dropping in fright.

      The dragon was fast approaching, its amber eyes focused on her. Desperate, Narine drew in her magic, the power augmented by her bracelet, and wove a shield to protect herself. As the dragon loosed a blast of fire, Jace was suddenly there.

      He jumped on top of her, covering her with his body and cloak. The flames struck with roaring intensity, the balcony shaking, the blast lasting several seconds.

      When it was over, Jace lifted his head. Eyes wide, he gripped her shoulders and rolled. Narine went over his body, then slammed back onto the floor, Jace on top. They rolled another half-turn, ending with her on top of him, shaken.

      She looked over and saw the table, chairs, and everything else on the balcony in flames, black smoke rising into the air. She saw he was unharmed. In fact, neither of them were burned at all.

      “You saved me,” she said breathlessly.

      “As much as I enjoy you lying on top of me…” He smiled, “we had better get up. It’ll be coming back.”

      Despite the tense situation, she chuckled and rolled off him. He stood and helped her up as they gazed at the distant dragon, circling over the city’s outer wall.

      “We can’t fight that thing. I bet it’s what Salvon was trying to tell Raskor.” Jace’s eyes narrowed. “You know, when I get in a fight with someone I can’t beat, I choose trickery.”

      “Trickery?” she repeated.

      “Yeah. I pull something unexpected, something to get me out of the situation.”

      Narine then recalled Salvon mentioning Zyordican was the last dragon, a female without a mate for many centuries. Inspired, she drew on her magic, pulling in as much as she could harness. She extended her hand and formed a construct of illusion. Working as quickly as possible, praying she would complete her illusion before the dragon turned her direction, she bent the colors and light until it took on an appearance similar to the dragon attacking the city save for one difference – its body was the blood red of a male.

      The real dragon reared up, hovering over the city, staring toward the spot where Narine stood, her illusion in the air before her with wings flapping slowly. An odd cry came from the other dragon, and it flapped its wings furiously, bearing toward Narine and her illusion. Urgently, Narine raised her hand and lifted her illusion higher. The other dragon altered its flight path to follow. She then thrust her hands to the east, sending her illusion in that direction, wings flapping rapidly, the false dragon speeding away as the real dragon followed. Straining, Narine held the illusion as long as possible, positioning it against the morning sun, forcing the real dragon to face the bright light. When she could extend no farther, both the false and the real dragon miles away, she released her magic. The illusion faded instantly.

      The dragon circled, its neck craning as it searched. It made a loop, scanning the ground below before releasing a long roar filled with pain, sorrow, and loss. Another roar followed before it continued east, toward the rising sun.
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      Jace sat in Narine’s room with Adyn, trading stories of past taproom exploits. While she told a surprisingly racy tale about her and three male bodyguards during an evening in Tiadd City, the door to the room opened. When Salvon and Narine entered, Adyn stopped mid-sentence.

      “How is Raskor?” Adyn asked.

      “He is recovered,” Salvon said, the man sounding tired. “His magic healed him, but the effort was great, and he appears spent. I suspect he longs for tonight’s Devotion to refill his magic.”

      Jace whistled. “When the dragon fire struck, I thought the man was dead for sure.”

      Narine smoothed her dress and sat across from Jace. “Yet when the monster came for me, you risked your life to save mine.”

      Swallowing, Jace glanced at Adyn and Salvon before replying. “Yeah. In truth, I…I’m not sure what I was thinking. I just reacted.”

      Salvon sat beside Narine. “Raskor’s magic could not shield him. Yours would have fared no better. If Jace hadn’t shielded you, I’m afraid…” The man didn’t need to finish the sentence.

      Something had been bothering Jace in the hours since the incident. “Why weren’t Narine and I burned? The dragon couldn’t have missed us, could it?”

      “That is the question.” Salvon nodded. “I suspect the answer resides with the amulet.”

      Jace reached for his chest, recalling how the amulet had gone cold as ice when the dragon attacked. It protected me…and her. It felt like blind luck. A chill wracked his body as he realized how close he had come to being burned alive.

      “Here is my theory,” Salvon explained. “Dragons are made of magic. They are said to be immune to most man-made weapons and impervious to all magical attacks. If their fire is based on magic, as the stories claim, your amulet negated the magic and left you unharmed. Now, if the dragon had decided to eat you… That would not have ended well.” Salvon put his hand on Narine’s shoulder. “It was good thinking to use illusion to distract her. While magic cannot harm her, you proved she can be led astray by it.”

      Narine looked at Jace and gave him a small smile. “Jace gave me the idea to trick the dragon, and I recalled your tale of Zyordican, the last remaining dragon – a female.” She looked toward her feet, her tone shifting. “When my illusion faded and the dragon cried out, I felt sorry for her. The cry sounded…lonely.”

      “I suspect she is lonely. Imagine living for centuries as the last of your kind. Living forever is not the boon others believe it might be.” Salvon sighed as he stood and headed toward the door. “Since Raskor is recovering and things are settled, for now, I believe I will take a nap. The beds here are among the finest I have ever known, and I would take advantage of it while I am able. I suspect it won’t be long before I am, once again, sleeping on the ground.”

      With Salvon gone, Adyn stood and stretched. “Since we have nothing else planned for today, I think I’ll go find Brogan. Perhaps he is interested in a sparring match.” She grinned and began to cross the room. “Followed by a few tankards of ale, of course.”

      Narine smiled, her eyes alight as she shook her head. “You are incorrigible. How am I to behave as a proper princess when I am surrounded by rogues like you two?”

      Adyn grinned back as she reached the door. “Why bother? Jace made a good point during our journey to Shear. Life is too short to pay such attention to what others think of you.”

      Without another word, Adyn slipped into the corridor, closing the door behind her.

      Jace looked at Narine. They were alone. In a palace bedroom. His pulse began to race at the mere thought of the possibilities. Before he could say anything, she spoke.

      “I wish to thank you for saving my life. Again.” Her tone sounded sincere. “You seem to have made a habit of it.”

      Jace shook his head as he recalled the numerous times he had risked his life for hers. “I can’t seem to help myself.” He looked at her and grinned. “Perhaps I cannot bear the thought of allowing damage to something so beautiful.”

      She laughed. “You are such a rogue.”

      He stood and sat beside her, his arm around her back. “Perhaps I could be your rogue?”

      She gripped his hand, looking down at it. “I…I would like that, but…”

      “But what? The world is going crazy, Narine. Wizard lords are dying and tripping over each other in a race for power. Monsters of legend are appearing. We are running for our lives but have no idea what we run toward.” He squeezed her hand, and she lifted her face to meet his gaze. “There is something between us. I know you feel it. Why not embrace it? Why not get what pleasure we can from life before there is no time left to do so?”

      She shook her head. “You must understand, I don’t have your experience in this area.” Her aqua blue eyes stared into his. In them, he saw a scared girl trapped inside a woman’s body. “I have never…”

      He almost guffawed but caught himself before it came out. “Never?”

      She shook her head, her eyes toward the floor.

      Placing his hand beneath her chin, he lifted it until her eyes met his again. “I am glad you told me. Don’t worry. I am happy to give instruction where required. After all, I was professionally trained.”

      He leaned in, their lips meeting, hers soft and warm. When he pulled back, he stood and held his hand out. She took it, standing. He led her toward the door.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, brow furrowed.

      Jace reached toward the door and locked it, flashing a grin. “Neither of us will be leaving this room for quite some time.”

      He pulled off his jacket and tossed it aside. Without pause, he gripped his tunic and pulled it over his head, followed by unstrapping the sheaths secured to his wrists and back. The entire time, she watched with a smirk.

      “What?” he asked.

      “I am just appreciating what I see.”

      He grinned. “Your turn.”

      Biting her lip, she reached back and began to undo her dress. His heart racing, he hurried to pull off one boot, then the other. She pulled her dress down, revealing her white shift, the fabric so thin he could almost see through it. His body reacted instantly.

      In a flash, he yanked his breeches off and threw them across the room. Narine gave him one last shy look and pulled the shift over her head.

      After weeks of dreaming of it, he grinned and shook his head, his gaze sweeping her meandering curves as he stepped close and cupped her cheek. “You are one amazing woman.”

      He kissed her tenderly. She responded with unexpected eagerness, then pulled back.

      “Well?” She gave him a mischievous grin, her gaze looking him over. “There is now nothing between us but skin. What are you going to do about it?”

      His blood boiling, he gripped her hand. “I am about to conquer the world.”

      She laughed as he pulled her toward the bed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The exterior door to the throne room antechamber opened and Lord Raskor entered, the man freezing when he noticed he wasn’t alone.

      Salvon sat across the room, a glass of brandy in his hand. “I knew you would come through here.”

      “Yes. The time for Devotion draws near,” Raskor said as he walked closer.

      “It was a trying day,” Salvon said, reaching for a half-filled glass on the table beside him. “I thought you might enjoy a glass of brandy with me before you head up into the tower.”

      Raskor looked at the glass in Salvon’s extended hand. The man appeared to struggle with a decision before nodding. “Very well.” He took the glass and sat on the sofa with a sigh.

      Salvon leaned forward. “I wanted to speak with you in private. There are things transpiring the others do not know, cannot know…at least not yet.”

      The wizard lord’s brow furrowed. “What sort of things?”

      “It began with an amulet, enchanted by a magic that renders even a wizard lord powerless. With this magical item, Lord Taladain was murdered. His removal allowed other things to occur. Even now, war wages in Ghealdor with the cities’ prayers as the prize.”

      Raskor took a drink and shook his head. “You have already told me all of this.”

      “Yes, but I feel there is a hand behind it all, as if moving the pieces of a game board. The sequence of events has upset the balance of magic. What if that is the intent behind it all? What if the wizard lords themselves are pawns and the true design behind theses machinations is something more complex?”

      “Such as?”

      Salvon leaned forward and whispered, “To shift magic in another direction.”

      The wizard lord’s eyes narrowed. “To what ends?”

      Leaning back, Salvon nodded. “Exactly.”

      Abruptly, Raskor’s eyes grew wide. He leaned forward, dropping his glass, which crashed to the floor in a spray of shards and amber liquid. His hands went to his throat as he choked.

      Salvon shook his head. “It is too bad you spent Pallan’s magic recovering from the dragon fire. Without it, you cannot burn the poison from your body, and black tear works quite fast.”

      The wizard lord fell back in his chair, foaming at the mouth, his back arching as his body shook, wracked with pain.

      Rising to his feet, Salvon set his glass down and looked down at the dying wizard. “I am sorry, old friend. The shift in magic brings change, which can only continue with the throne of Pallanar falling vacant. When reclaimed, a fire will rise to capture the south, and the shift will become permanent. Please understand. It is nothing personal.”

      Turning, Salvon walked across the room, toward the exterior door where a guard surely waited. He flung it open, his voice frantic.

      “Hurry! Something is wrong with Lord Raskor!”

      The guards outside rushed in, encircling the wizard lord, his body shaking with a seizure.

      Salvon followed, standing between the men. “Raskor said he felt ill, something about aftereffects of dragon magic.”

      “What do we do?” Theodin asked.

      Salvon shook his head. “I do not know. Who can guess at the magic of a dragon?”

      Raskor fell limp, his eyes staring off into space, spittle covering his mouth and beard. Kneeling, Salvon felt for a pulse, finding none.

      He looked up at Theodin. “I am sorry. Raskor Ueordlin, Lord of Pallanar, is dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Thurvin exited his chamber for the last time, pausing in the doorway for one final glimpse of what had been his home for six years. With a bed, sitting area, and desk, it was modest compared to other rooms in the palace. From this space, he had risen to rule the underbelly of Marquithe. From his next home, he would one day rule the world.

      “We have little time, master,” Cleric Korlian said, kneading his hands. “The Darkening is nearly on us.”

      “Yes,” Thurvin replied. “Let us go crown a new wizard lord.”

      He walked down the corridor with the cleric and a trio of guards in tow. The ceremonial robes he wore swished with each step. They had required hasty alterations since Thurvin was much shorter than Malvorian.

      The death of a wizard lord was a rare thing. Malvorian was only the twelfth ruler of Farrowen in two thousand years. Normally, such an event would attract a great deal of attention, the entire country mourning the loss for weeks. In this case, the man’s funeral had been held just two days after his death, the citizens of Marquithe gathering as his body was sealed in the mausoleum. There was no time to waste, for those same people would return in a few more days to crown a new wizard lord. The Darkening would not wait. If missed, many weeks would pass before the sun was again in the proper location. The very idea of going so long without a wizard lord was unthinkable. Never before had a lord been selected in so short a time, for never before had one died less than a week from the Darkening.

      With the war proceeding in Ghealdor, the Farrowen Army and the wizards who had joined it were hundreds of miles away. Malvorian’s mandate forcing the wizards to join the campaign was, perhaps, the sweetest irony of it all. Without another wizard in the city, none could contest Thurvin’s claim for the throne.

      The retinue reached the building connecting the palace to the temple and entered an antechamber where a dozen others waited.

      “There you are,” High Priestess Sheuren said with a scowl. With black hair and lines around her dark eyes, the woman always wore a scowl, even today, the day she would embrace her god.

      “Yes. I am ready to present myself to Farrow.”

      “Good, because the Darkening is fast approaching.” She turned toward Korlian and began issuing instructions.

      While he waited for his moment to shine, Thurvin wondered what progress Despaldi had made. Has he tracked the thief and his cohorts down? Has he reclaimed the amulet? In his head, he recalled their last conversation, five days prior.

      Despaldi had entered Thurvin’s chamber wearing a grimace. At the time, Thurvin had been standing on a stool, Malvorian’s oversized robes hanging loosely from his body while his tailor took measurements.

      “Welcome, Captain. I pray you have news,” Thurvin had said.

      “I do,” Despaldi replied, lowering his voice to a whisper as he leaned close. “I just received word from one of my scouts. They rode through the village of Harwin’s Corner yesterday.

      “Where is that located?”

      “It’s a full day’s ride south of here.”

      At least they cannot interrupt the proceedings here when I am crowned. “Gather some men and pick up their trail. You are to personally lead this expedition. The amulet is a risk and cannot be allowed outside of our control.

      “Don’t you care that they killed Malvorian?” Despaldi sneered, not even attempting to speak quietly. “Or was it a fortuitous act for your behalf?”

      He suspects me, but he doesn’t know for sure.

      “I’ll not pretend fate did not twist in my favor, but how could I have planned Malvorian’s death? How could I know they would attack? How could I dare believe they might succeed? Besides, it was Malvorian who forced the other wizards to leave Marquithe. If things had gone differently, I’m sure Forca or another would have taken my place. However, I believe Farrow has plans for me, which is why the bones have fallen as they have.”

      Despaldi had not appeared pleased, but he left the room, and the city, in pursuit of the assassins, which was the label Thurvin had applied to Landish and his crew. Now, days later, Thurvin hoped Despaldi had either captured or killed his quarry.

      A gong sounded, ringing throughout the room and stirring Thurvin from his musings.

      The high priestess and her clerics walked through the doors and into the temple. The waiting crowd cheered, the sound deafening. They are cheering for me, for I will be their god. This moment was something to savor, a feat he had imagined many times in the past but never truly hoped might come to fruition.

      Five prisoners, shackled and gagged, were dragged through the room and into the temple, where they were strapped to altars while Sheuren watched. Torches were lit with an augmented flame, burning the blue of Farrow. After some words, the high priestess requested all applicants to join her in the center of the altars. Thurvin strode out to meet the cheering crowd. He stopped before Sheuren, alone, none to challenge him. How could they when the wizards of Marquithe were a wizardom away?

      The sun slid behind the moon, darkening the temple interior, save for the blue-lit area surrounding the altars. Sheuren lifted her arms to the sky and recited an ancient incantation before bowing, supplicating herself to Farrow. The prisoners bound to the surrounding altars squirmed, struggling to break free. A buzz stirred in Thurvin’s head, like a distant magic coming toward him, growing louder and louder until he gritted his teeth, shaking. Sheuren burst into azure flames, swirling and consuming everything.

      Agonizing pain seared through Thurvin. Shrieking, his voice joined Sheuren’s and the prisoners’ as the flames consumed them all. Lost in the pain, time became irrelevant, lasting forever or a moment, Thurvin could not tell. Until, suddenly, he felt nothing. Deep inside the emptiness, a blue flame lit inside him, the fire blooming as it filled him. Not with pain, but with power. The power increased, flooding him with such vigor he staggered and fell to one knee, remaining there until his vision returned.

      Sheuren was gone, as were the prisoners. He shakily rose to his feet and felt a presence, massive and overwhelming. He looked up into the eyes of Farrow, the god’s hairless body scarred with lightning bolts running across his scalp, down his legs and arms, all pulsing with a silvery shimmer amidst his glowing blue skin.

      “Welcome, my son,” Farrow said in Thurvin’s mind. “Rule well, for your people need you.”

      The god faded, yet the presence lingered. Thurvin turned toward the crowd and raised his arms. As one, everyone knelt and began Devotion, the chanting filling him with power until he was sure he would burst. With little effort, he wove a disk of solid air beneath his feet and lifted himself toward the arched ceiling high above. As the sun emerged from behind the moon, the Darkening receding, he basked in the glory of his newfound power.

      Thurvin Arnolle, the weakest of all the wizards in Marquithe, had risen to the pinnacle of power. When his army captured Fastella, another great city worth of prayers feeding him, he would become the mightiest wizard to have ever lived.
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        I hope you have enjoyed the story thus far. The Fate of Wizardoms series has a long way to go, and I would love to have you join me for the entire saga.

      

        

      
        Among my favorite aspects of the series is the opportunity to tackle classic epic fantasy tropes and twist them to fit my vision. In the next book, I address a theme that has interested me for decades: Prophecy. When done well, it can be a fun plot tool, enticing readers with a sense of mystery. Done poorly, it becomes a crutch upon which the author leans far too heavily. I intend to twist prophecy in an entirely new way. Expect the unexpected. The true answers won’t be revealed until the final book, sometime in 2020.

      

        

      
        Best Wishes,

        Jeff

        www.jeffreylkohanek.com
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      We now begin the third leg of our adventure. Although much has occurred, little has been truly exposed. This will change as our story advances. Allow me to remind you of what took place in the first two volumes, but BEWARE, the following information is reserved for those who have been here from the onset, for it includes far more than I would otherwise reveal. I wouldn’t wish to SPOIL the fun.

      What has occurred thus far:

      In a race neither knew existed, a menagerie acrobat named Rhoa stole the amulet known as the Eye of Obscurance moments before master thief Jerrell Landish reached the fabled item. Jerrell, who goes by the name Jace, was working for the Marquithe Thieves Guild. To compensate for his failure to steal the amulet, Jace agreed to track Rhoa down, claim the Eye of Obscurance, and use it to assassinate Lord Taladain, the wizard lord of Ghealdor.

      Meanwhile, Rhoa and her fellow menagerie performers migrated from Marquithe to the Ghealdan city of Starmuth. During this journey, they acquired a new talent in the form of a dwarf named Rawk. As a stone-shaper, Rawk’s unique magical abilities made him an instant star in the menagerie.

      After a brief sojourn to High Wizard Montague’s dungeon in Lionne, Jace caught up to the menagerie outside of Starmuth, where he cornered Rhoa and demanded the amulet. Rhoa refused, for she had her own reasons for wishing Lord Taladain dead. She, instead, suggested she, Jace, and Rawk work together toward that end.

      En route to the capital of Ghealdor, the trio stopped at an inn located in a small village, finding me reciting a tale for patrons. Having a long history with Rhoa, I invited them to ride with me to Fastella. The four of us traveled to the city with me none the wiser to what Rhoa and Jace intended, at least until I overheard an argument and pressed them, demanding the truth. With my assistance, we laid plans for Lord Taladain’s final performance.

      However, Lord Taladain had a new addition to his household – his daughter, Narine, recently returned from her eight-year stay at the University in Tiadd. Now a master wizardess, the princess inserted herself into Taladain’s life with the intent to prove herself an asset. Unfortunately, her brother, Eldalain, viewed her as a threat.

      Prior to the performance, Prince Eldalain was sent off to Dorban to assist his cousin, Heldain, against rival wizards seeking to usurp him. While the prince was away, Jace assumed the role of a steward at the Fastella Palace, using his position to provide inside information toward our efforts. Taladain soon accepted our proposal to perform for him, and the confrontation ensued.

      At the risk of sounding arrogant, the performance was masterful, leaving the man and his daughter enthralled until the grand finale when Rhoa was to kill Taladain. As best laid plans are want to do, fate had its own agenda and tossed the proceedings into complete disarray, resulting in an epic display of magic, twists, and surprises. When things settled, the wizard lord lay dead. It was then that his daughter demanded we help her escape, for she feared her brother’s response…and rightly so.

      A fight ensued, the escape one of bravery, stealth, and magic. Our small party fled not only the palace, but the city itself. Unfortunately, Prince Eldalain returned to Fastella, declared us wanted criminals, and commanded his forces to capture us at any cost.

      When we arrived in Starmuth, the inn where we stayed was stormed by High Wizard Charcoan’s soldiers. With stealth and guile, Jace snuck Princess Narine and her bodyguard, Adyn, from the inn, evading capture. The next day, the three fugitives sailed off on a ship bound for the Farrowen city of Shear.

      Rhoa, Rawk, and I soon departed Starmuth on a journey to Lionne. Along the way, we were captured by Captain Despaldi and brought to the Farrowen Army’s camp at the border. Soon after, we were headed to Marquithe to face our fate before Lord Malvorian.

      The three of us were locked in a cell below the Marquithe Palace but escaped with the help of Rawk’s stone-shaping abilities. He then led us to a cavern beneath the palace to discover his uncle, Algoron, working for Malvorian in secret. Algoron revealed Malvorian’s plan to take over Ghealdor and eventually rule the world. To our dismay, the dwarf betrayed us, leading us into Malvorian’s hands.

      Upon entering the wizard lord’s throne room, we discovered Jace, Narine, and Adyn already there. Things progressed from a tense situation to an all-out confrontation of magic, swords, and death. In the end, Malvorian lay unconscious, Chancellor Thurvin wounded, and Captain Despaldi disarmed. Jace was mortally wounded, until Narine healed him using the added power of an enchanted bracelet she had taken from Thurvin.

      Our party of heroes escaped the city, on the run once again with Despaldi and his men in pursuit. Somehow, Malvorian died as a result of the skirmish, the second wizard lord to pass within two weeks. The resulting shift in the balance of magic yielded disastrous results. Creatures of legend, mighty and dangerous, began to appear – something unheard of for two millennia.

      Upon reaching the Pallanar border, I led our group to a lonely cabin in the mountains, seeking the assistance of a retired soldier named Brogan Reisner. Despaldi and his squad followed our trail and cornered our party. A skirmish ensued, Despaldi losing most of his men while his spooked horse fled the scene. Afterward, Brogan and his archer friend, Blythe, joined us as we journeyed to Illustan, the capital of Pallanar.

      While all this was occurring, the Farrowen Army advanced to Starmuth and took the city without the loss of a single life. When presented the opportunity to rule Fastella, High Wizard Charcoan joined the Farrowen campaign rather than fight. The obelisk in Starmuth was captured and converted such that the prayers of the citizens were now directed to the Tower of Devotion in Marquithe.

      The army then marched north to Fastella where a siege ensued. The first attempt to enter the city failed miserably, Thundercorps soldiers and Farrowen wizards dying while attempting to destroy the inland gate. The bulk of the Farrowen Navy was crushed while trying to enter through the other gate. With this failure, tactics were altered, the Farrowen forces resorting to subterfuge.

      Lieutenant Trey Garvin, Despaldi’s right-hand man, led a small team through a smugglers’ tunnel. This elite squad then stormed the gate tower. There, High Wizard Charcoan faced Prince Eldalain, who overpowered the turncoat wizard and was about to destroy him when a thief named Rindle skewered Eldalain from behind. With the prince dead, the tower was captured, the gate opened, and the city fell to the Farrowen Army.

      The end of the second volume centered on events in Illustan. When we arrived, we were welcomed by Wizard Lord Raskor and his wife, Ariella. Our heroes informed Raskor of Malvorian’s plan and the war waging in Ghealdor. He intended to take steps to protect his wizardom, until a dragon attacked the city. The wizard lord confronted the dragon, attempting to kill it. However, dragons are quite difficult to kill. As the man discovered, they are also immune to magic. Engulfed by dragon fire, Raskor almost died, only able to save himself by using the majority of his prayer-fed magic.

      When magic and blades failed to stop the dragon, Jace and Narine proved cleverness a better tool against monsters of such might, luring the dragon away and saving the city.

      Later that evening, I met with Raskor in private just before he was to begin Devotion, where he would receive the prayers to refuel his magic. Before he could do so, he fell to the floor in convulsions, apparently victimized by aftereffects of the dragon’s magic. Raskor died that night, a dark ending to the second volume of the saga I am sharing with you.

      And, so, our tale resumes. Don’t assume you know what comes next, for fate interferes and twists destiny as it sees fit without regard for where man might wish it to lead.

      

      -Salvon the Great
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      Ki-Atti Illuokon stood upon the wall, leaning on his spear and staring into the massive chasm. Shadows clung to the tall cliff walls to either side, the rocky surface partially covered by vines. Behind him, the sun had sunk below the horizon, the sky darkening. His insides twisted with trepidation as nightfall drew nearer.

      Fighting in The Fractured Lands had hardened him, but tonight was different. It felt almost as if he were a new recruit once again, freshly trained and untested in battle. This was his squad’s first evening at their new post.

      Chasm Sixteen, also called Blood Alley, was legendary for all the wrong reasons, known throughout the Murguard. Of course, Ki-Atti’s previous post at Chasm Eight had been subject to attacks during his deployment, no different than any other post. However, Blood Alley had a reputation for being the worst of the lot, the chasm twice the width of any other, the volume of monsters coming through it equally outstripping the others. Accordingly, the man-made wall spanning the gap stood ten feet higher than the walls of any other chasm. Similar to Ki-Atti’s prior post, numerous sections appeared newer than the rest of the battlements, having undergone repairs after prior breaches.

      He glanced toward the soldier to his left, a woman named Rialla and a fellow Kyranni. Similar to his own, her skin was dark, her armor covering it only from her upper thighs to her shoulders, the leather light and flexible, reinforced by metal panels in critical locations. With cropped hair, not much longer than Ki-Atti’s shorn head, her fierce appearance was remarkably appropriate.

      There were five other Kyranni in his squad, the rest a mixture of Hassakani, Orenthians, Ghealdans, and even three Farrowens. Among the twenty-four soldiers, three were women, Rialla the most skilled fighter of the lot…among either sex. She knew how to deliver death with her naginata, the blade at the end of the staff stained black with the blood of the monsters she had killed.

      “Feels odd, no?” she said, looking toward him. “A new post after all this time.”

      The two of them had only spent a little over two years at their prior post, but it felt like a lifetime.

      “Yeah.” His gaze returned to the chasm. The distance he could see had been cut in half, the darkness masking anything beyond a few hundred feet. It would only grow worse. “I feel as if I know nothing of this land, again a new recruit, nervous and unsure.”

      “Well, neither of us is untested. If darkspawn attack, I suspect we will react no differently than when guarding Chasm Eight.”

      Ki-Atti nodded but remained silent. His hand went to the scimitar on his hip, a blade best used for slashing, no different than Rialla’s naginata. He hoped he would not have to use it, even if there was an attack. His spear was meant to keep the beasts off the wall, the scimitar needed only if the spear failed.

      His and four other squads were to guard the southern half of the wall, five more squads manning the north half. Below, on the safe side of the wall, another company of soldiers lay in bed, resting until it was time for the next shift. Ki-Atti prayed it would be a quiet evening. Nobody ever died from boredom.

      The light in the sky faded, leaving only the blue, enchanted lanterns along the wall to illuminate the night. Moonlight normally made it easier to see, but a thick cloud bank had covered the moon, casting a deeper shadow over the ominous chasm. The impenetrable darkness chilled Ki-Atti as he stared into it, imagining what might lurk beyond his vision. Then something moved.

      Ki-Atti leaned forward and peered into the distance, but the darkness fought him, denying him the chance to see more clearly.

      “Captain!” Ki-Atti shouted. “Bring your lunar lens!”

      A man, short, stout, and scowling, walked over. The only Balmorian in the group, Captain Trantor favored nobody, his ill temper dished out in equal doses to everyone in the squad. “What is it, soldier?”

      “I think I saw something.” Ki-Atti pointed. “Out there, just south of that boulder.”

      Trantor lifted his lunar lens, peering through the tube. He grunted. “So early…” Lowering the lens, he bellowed, “Archers! Light the braziers! We have company!”

      Archers up and down the quarter-mile-long wall lit arrows dipped in naphtha. A staccato of twangs echoed in the night, orange streaks arcing through the sky. Many arrows struck the ground, but enough found the three braziers to set them ablaze. Blooms of amber arose from braziers equally spaced across the canyon. With the light came heat, drawing the darkspawn forward.

      Running hunched over, gangly arms and legs flailing, a storm of goblins emerged from the night, hooting and cackling. Some huddled around the flames, drawn to them, while others continued toward the wall. Archers began to loose, a flurry of arrows filling the sky. Twenty members of each squad were armed with bows. Ki-Atti was among the others. His ranged weapon sat beside him, mounted to the wall as he waited.

      Goblins fell as arrows struck. Squeals of pain joined the hooting of the charging enemy. In moments, hundreds lay dead, but still, the horde surged forward. The first goblins reached the wall and tried to climb it. Others piled behind the front line and began to scramble on top of their brethren. Ki-Atti bent and lifted the bucket beside him, pouring it over the wall as he ran along it. The naphtha fell on the mob of monsters, coating those on top with dark slime. Archers shot flaming arrows down at the goblins, setting the naphtha ablaze. Fire arose, a line of it racing along the wall, trailing in Ki-Atti’s wake.

      Goblins burned, the stench filling the air. Those not burning backed away and stared, drawn toward it but unwilling to die from it. All the while, arrows continued to fall, killing monsters by the dozens.

      A distant roar sounded, a dark, twisted call in the night.

      “Oh no,” Ki-Atti groaned, recognizing the sound. Only twice before had he faced a rock troll.

      The troll stomped into the light of a brazier as Ki-Atti raced back toward his position on the wall. The monster was just as massive and frightening as the other two he had encountered.

      Standing three times the height of a man, the troll’s gray skin was covered in lumpy warts. The monster was thick, bulging muscles conveying the power it could wield. The beast paused and bellowed another roar, exposing a mouth filled with jagged, massive teeth, its eyes glowing with an orange hue. The surrounding goblins cheered as the behemoth charged forward.

      Ki-Atti reached the ballista at his station, the war machine already loaded with a four-foot-long bolt, the shaft as thick as Ki-Atti’s forearm. With a grunt, he strained to turn the ballista, aiming for the charging abomination. When the rock troll was a hundred feet away, Ki-Atti pulled the trigger.

      A massive thump resounded as the missile launched toward the beast. It struck, the troll lurching when the bolt buried into its chest. Three more bolts from other, nearby ballistae struck the monster – one in the stomach, another in the shoulder, the last in the arm.

      With the wooden shafts jutting from its body, the mindless beast continued forward. Goblins scrambled out of the troll’s path, many failing, their trampled bodies left in its wake. The rock troll staggered as it neared the wall, but its momentum was too strong. Hastily, Ki-Atti gripped his spear and readied himself.

      The troll struck the wall hard, shaking the battlements to their foundations. Soldiers near the area of impact stumbled, one falling over the edge and into the horde of monsters below, his screams ending abruptly. The troll reached up, its massive paw slapping the top of the wall just strides from where Ki-Atti stood. He leapt toward it and jammed the point of his spear into the back of its hand, hastily yanking it free before the hand retracted.

      With a dreadful roar, the troll fell to its knees, the impact again shaking the wall. Goblins began to climb the dying monster, a scaffold of flesh twenty feet tall. Archers focused on the goblins nearing the top of the wall, filling the air with arrows, felling the scrawny monsters by the dozens. In return, goblin archers fired at the wall, returning the volleys from the Murguard defenders. Everything had turned to chaos.

      Another roar sounded in the distance, rekindling the smoldering fear in Ki-Atti’s gut. Two more bellows blasted as three rock trolls emerged from the darkness, joined by another army of goblins.

      At the opposite end of the wall from where Ki-Atti was stationed, goblins crested the top, overwhelming the soldiers stationed there. Flares of magic-wielded fire lit up the night as a wizard joined the defenders, setting monsters ablaze, their flailing, burning forms tumbling off the wall in both directions.

      During his stay in The Fractured Lands, never before had Ki-Atti seen so many goblins. Even worse were the three rock trolls, the towering monsters rushing toward the wall. Ki-Atti set his spear aside and began cranking furiously on the ballista’s loading mechanism. The rock trolls converged, running shoulder to shoulder, their path set toward the center of the wall.

      Again, goblins began to crest the wall, this time near Ki-Atti’s position. Soldiers surrounding him switched to melee weapons, most with spears, Rialla with her naginata. With the ballista cocked, Ki-Atti hefted a massive bolt and slid it into place. Just strides away, Rialla slashed and spun, her weapon cutting down goblin after goblin, the wiry monsters shrieking as they fell from the wall.

      Ki-Atti took aim at one of the charging trolls and pulled the trigger. The bolt sailed toward it and struck true, burying into the monster’s thick neck. More bolts were launched, some striking the behemoths, others soaring off into the night.

      “By the light of Kyra,” Ki-Atti muttered when it was clear the three monsters would reach the wall.

      The impact was massive, the wall breaking with a resounding crack. Sections broke off and fell to the outside, cracks forming throughout. Ki-Atti stumbled but was able to grab hold of the ballista and prevent himself from falling into the fracas below. Others weren’t so lucky.

      The goblins swarmed forward, a seemingly endless sea of them, climbing up the backs of the trolls and onto the wall as the trolls pounded on the stones, each man-sized fist striking with frightening power. Fissures became cracks, cracks growing to gaps, huge stone blocks breaking away.

      Ki-Atti climbed to his feet. His spear was gone, so he drew his scimitar and waited. Goblins seemed to have engulfed the soldiers on the wall, overwhelming them while the trolls pounded away at the thick rock. They would soon have a full breach.

      A horn sounded, intended to wake the soldiers below. Even with their help, this was an unwinnable fight. As Rialla fell to a swarm of monsters, Ki-Atti knew his post had failed. Darkspawn would escape beyond The Fractured Lands for the first time in a thousand years. He gripped his scimitar and backed away, hoping the horde might not notice a solitary man in the shadows at the end of the wall.
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      Narine Killarius opened her eyes and blinked at the bright slice of light streaming through the gap in her curtains. Judging by the angle, the sun had been up for an hour, perhaps longer. No wonder I am so hungry. She rolled over to discover Jace sitting at the edge of the bed, his bare back to her as he pulled on a boot.

      “Where are you going?” she asked, stretching.

      He bent and picked up his other boot. “We are out of water, and neither of us has eaten since mid-day yesterday. I need to refuel after our…” He grinned over his shoulder, “enthusiastic evening.”

      Sitting up, holding the covers against her bare chest, she ran her hand down his back. It felt smooth and firm, much like the rest of him. “Must you leave me?”

      He stood and turned toward her with a smirk on his unshaven, handsome face, his amber eyes twinkling. “Careful. If you tease me too much, we may end up giving it another go.”

      As he spoke, her gaze traveled down his bare torso, chiseled and muscular in a lean fashion. She gave him a mischievous grin. “Perhaps I would like to give it another go.”

      His smile stretched wider. “Don’t get me wrong. Last night was wonderful, but I fear a lack of sustenance can only continue for so long before one of us faints.”

      She stuck her lip out in a feigned pout. “You would deny a princess’s request?”

      He laughed. “Oh, that’s not fair.”

      “Is this fair?” She lowered the covers to expose her upper body.

      Smile melting, he ran his hand through his hair, eyes filled with longing. With a shake of his head, he crawled back onto the bed. “You have bewitched me once again.”

      They kissed, his hand holding the back of her head, hers running down his chest as the room spun in the heat of the moment. When her hand found the waist of his trousers, someone pounded on the door. Again.

      “Narine!” Adyn’s voice came from outside. “Open up. You’ve had your fun. We need to talk.”

      Jace pulled away and frowned at the door. “She’s back. Perhaps we should respond this time. If pushed much further, she might break down the door.”

      Disappointed, Narine sighed, knowing he was right. “Fine. Let her in.”

      He climbed off the bed and crossed the room, still dressed in only breeches and boots. The moment he unlocked and opened the door, Adyn stormed in. With a leather jerkin over her tunic, tight breeches, high boots, and a sword on each hip, she appeared every inch the bodyguard. Her hands went to her hips, head cocked to the side as she arched a brow in Narine’s direction.

      “What?” Narine asked, still upset about the intrusion.

      “I see you two had a fun evening.”

      Looking down, Narine realized her bare torso was still exposed. She hastily lifted the covers up to her neck, her cheeks warm.

      Jace scooped his tunic off the floor and pulled it over his head. “You’ll hear no complaints from me.” He glanced back at Narine. “No details, either. I’ll allow our precious princess to decide what she wishes to share.”

      Thank you, Narine thought. She set her jaw and looked back at Adyn. “Things were going quite well until you interrupted. Why the repeated visits last night and this morning? What could be so important?”

      Adyn moved closer to the bed, while Jace began retrieving his knives. She put one foot up on the footboard and leaned an elbow on her knee while facing Narine. “While you two were enjoying yourselves, the rest of us were dealing with something far more serious.”

      Narine pressed her lips together, nostrils flaring. “Just spit it out, Adyn. You know I hate it when you hold back information.”

      “Lord Raskor is dead.”

      A shock-filled silence fell over the room, the words repeating in Narine’s head. Lord Raskor is dead? She struggled to process the information. Salvon said the man was fine, fully recovered from the attack.

      “Dead?” Jace strapped a blade to his wrist. “What happened?”

      The bodyguard shook her head. “I don’t know for sure. Salvon was with him in the throne room antechamber. The old man said he and Raskor were having a discussion when the wizard lord suddenly grew pale. Moments later, Raskor fell to the floor, convulsing and foaming at the mouth.” Adyn’s brow furrowed. “Sounds like poison to me. Salvon believes it has something to do with the dragon’s magic. Perhaps it tainted the man’s blood.”

      Memories of the wizard lord ran through Narine’s mind, a man she had only met two days prior. Raskor had immediately seemed different than her father or Malvorian. Unlike the other two, this wizard lord seemed to love his family and prioritize his people above his own ambitions. Sympathy for Raskor’s wife doused her curiosity about the cause of his death.

      Ariella must be devastated. She sucked in a breath. Poor Priella.

      The man’s daughter, a woman Narine’s own age, remained at the University in Tiadd, many miles away. Priella had enrolled in the school not long before Narine, and the two princesses had lived on the same floor. Despite adjacent rooms, there was little she had in common with Priella, so they had never grown close. Priella was very unlike Narine in both appearance and nature, the woman dour and moody, preferring seclusion over interacting with others. It saddened Narine from time to time, but numerous attempts at striking up a friendship had proven unsuccessful, Priella consistently spurning her attempts.

      While the princess from Pallanar had chosen to remain a recluse, Narine had been forced into such a role. Even after eight years at the school, there were few she would call a friend. Students had seemed to avoid her and the other royalty from the beginning, and the situation only grew worse after Narine’s incident with Kollin, the last boy she had kissed before Jace.

      Poor Kollin…

      Although years had passed and his physical wounds had healed long ago, she feared her accident had left long-lasting scars of an invisible nature.

      “The Darkening will occur in Marquithe today,” Jace said, disturbing the silence.

      Adyn frowned at him. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      He pulled on his coat and adjusted the collar. “Didn’t you listen to Salvon and his theory about a balance to magic?”

      Narine’s eyes grew round. “Another wizard lord has died! Three would disrupt the balance even greater than before.”

      “Exactly, but only until mid-morning today. When the moon eclipses the sun over Marquithe, a new wizard lord will be crowned, again leaving two thrones vacant.” His eyes narrowed. “It all seems too contrived for coincidence.”

      With Malvorian dead and the wizards of Marquithe reputedly off fighting in the conquest of Ghealdor, Narine wondered who would become the next wizard lord of Farrowen. Her worries then shifted to her own wizardom and the city she had abandoned to her brother.

      Is Eldalain still alive, prepared to assume the throne when spring arrives? Or is he dead with the city now under control of Farrowen? If the latter has occurred, prayers from Fastella’s populace could feed additional power to Malvorian’s successor. She worried who might gain such abilities, twice the power of any other wizard lord. What might such power make possible?

      A squall of worry began to storm in the pit of her stomach, the rumble easily heard in the quiet room.

      Adyn laughed. “Your stomach sounds angry with you.”

      Jace walked toward the door. “That is why I am heading to the kitchen.” He gave Narine a mischievous smirk. “I’ll return soon with food and something to drink. You’ll need your energy for what I have planned later.”

      As the door closed, Adyn turned toward Narine with her brow again arched. “Well, well. You seem to have had a healthy exposure to the more…adventurous of bedroom activities.”

      Despite her attempt to remain unaffected, Narine felt her cheeks warming. She slid to the edge of the bed, clutching the covers to her chest as she pointed across the room, to a white robe hanging on a hook near the copper tub. “Will you please fetch me the robe?”

      Adyn did as requested, not saying a word until she stopped two strides away, the robe hanging from a finger. “You must be able to share something about last night.”

      Narine pressed her lips together, then blew out a breath. “Fine. Hand me the robe first.”

      When Adyn extended her arm, Narine swiped the robe from her and fumbled with it before sliding it around her shoulders. She slipped in her arms and held it together with her fist while rising to stand. The tiled floor was cold beneath her feet.

      “I have seen you naked many times before. Why the sudden shyness?” Adyn asked.

      “I… I don’t know exactly,” Narine said, frowning. “I certainly wasn’t shy last night.”

      “I noticed.”

      Narine chuckled. “Yes. We were about to…. We were preoccupied when you knocked.” She headed toward the tub. A bath sounded wonderful. “Can you find a porter and have he or she bring water up for a bath?”

      “You are avoiding the issue, Narine.”

      Stopping, she turned toward Adyn. “You want to know about last night?”

      Adyn gave a nod, adding, “Let’s hear it.”

      Narine thought back to the evening. She was a bit awkward at first, but he was gentle, understanding, and knew his way around a woman’s body. “It was nice the first time. Better the second. Wonderful the third. Perhaps even better the fourth.”

      Adyn arched a brow. “Four? It appears our thief has stamina.”

      Narine ignored the comment. “Afterward, I slept better than I have in a long time. Even this morning, I had thought we might have some more fun…until you showed up.”

      “I knocked on the door a half-dozen times last night, and you ignored me repeatedly. If you had done so this morning, I would have kicked the door down.”

      Narine laughed. “That’s why I agreed to let you in. That and the fact we needed food.”

      “Fine.” Adyn turned toward the door. “I’ll find a porter so you can bathe. You should get cleaned up anyway. We are to eat lunch with the rest of the group to discuss how we can assist with the funeral plans.”

      Narine experienced a wave of guilt. While she and Jace had been selfishly enjoying each other’s company, Ariella had been dealing with the death of her husband.

      It was time for Narine to set her own desires aside.
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      The wind blew fiercely across the water, forcing Brogan Reisner to squint against it, his cape swirling as if alive. It was not just any wind, but a cold wind coming from the distant ice fields to the southeast, the chill a foretelling of the winter to come. The next storm will coat the mountains white. For now, they were dark green, save for the tallest peaks.

      For the first time in two decades, he wore Gleam Guard armor, the polished metal plates on his chest and shoulders shining, despite the cloud-covered autumn sky. The armor did not mark his return to the Guard. Rather, it was a means to honor a man he respected. More so, Brogan had agreed to wear it to appease the man’s widow.

      At first, Brogan had bristled when Queen Ariella requested he wear it, the woman insisting Lord Raskor had always considered him a son, in spite of Brogan’s failures.

      After all these years, your father joins you and your brothers, Rictor. Sadness welled up inside him, tears threatening, emotion railing against his stoic exterior. He refused to bend to it. Of all my regrets, of which there are many, failing you remains the low point of my existence. I miss you every day. Rictor had always treated Brogan like a sibling rather than a bodyguard. You would have made a fine wizard lord.

      Prince Rictor’s death had precipitated a series of tragedies for Raskor and his wife. Of the nine children Ariella had birthed, only one still lived. That child was now a full-grown woman, still studying at the University in Tiadd. Brogan wondered what type of woman Priella had become. When he had last seen her, she was a fiery-haired toddler. I will discover soon, for she will arrive in Illustan in two weeks. The morning after Raskor’s death, a ship had departed for Tiadd to retrieve the princess. Whether she had mastered her skills and passed the Trial no longer mattered. With Raskor dead and Ariella alone, it was time for Priella to return home.

      A hand touched his, clasping it, drawing him from his reverie, although the shadow of melancholy remained. He glanced toward Blythe, her green-eyed gaze meeting his until he looked away. He hadn’t asked her to stand beside him, nor had he expected her to hold his hand. But he would not release it, not until forced to do so. With his will strengthened by her grip, his gaze shifted to the crowd along the shore.

      Thousands occupied the quarter mile between the walls of Illustan and the water’s edge. A path ten strides across led from where Brogan stood at the city gates. To one side, armored guards dressed in chain mail waited in ranks, stern glares appearing ready for battle. To the other side were the citizens of Illustan, dressed in cloaks, wools, and furs, children huddled close to mothers for warmth. Most of the faces reflected little emotion, but here and there, eyes glistened with moisture. It was a time of sadness for the people who had loved their wizard lord.

      Salvon and his companions huddled across from Brogan, all appearing solemn, even Jace. The thief stood beside Narine, his cloak about her shoulders as he held her close. Brogan didn’t trust the thief, and he wondered if Narine was too blinded by her emotions to be careful. Something had happened between the two since their arrival, something far beyond their shared experience with the dragon attack.

      Brogan closed his eyes, wondering if there was anything he could have done to save Raskor from the dragon’s magic. “You cannot fight a dragon,” Salvon had warned. “Not unless you are armed with a special weapon.” Brogan wondered if the magic in Augur would have been of any use. To test it and fail was an undesirable means to learning the truth.

      Horns blew, drawing everyone’s attention toward the city gates. A procession emerged, led by High Priest Moargan and the recently widowed Queen of Pallanar. Behind them marched a Gleam Guard squadron, their silver armor polished as a reflection of their pride. The eight soldiers in the lead carried a boat on their shoulders, the vessel loaded with a bed of kindling, and upon it lay the corpse of Lord Raskor. The funeral procession advanced at a slow but steady pace, the somber crowd looking on. All was silent save for the whistling wind, clanking of armor, and crunch of boots on gravel as the soldiers carried their ruler toward his final destination.

      As the queen drew close, Brogan observed her red eyes, dry after three days of shedding tears for the man she loved. Here, in public, she would show no such emotion. It was not the Pallanese way. Instead, her face remained stoic, her expression unreadable.

      The queen and high priest stopped near the shoreline, just steps away from Brogan. The Gleam Guard settled behind her, forming straight ranks, while those carrying the funeral boat continued forward, down the bank and into the water, stopping when they stood waist-deep. As one, the eight soldiers lowered the boat until it floated between them. There they stood, waiting.

      High Priest Moargan lifted his staff, the ice-blue flame at the head of it drawing Brogan’s gaze. “We gather here today to honor our fallen leader, a man who gave his life in defense of our fair city. As his father did before him, Lord Raskor ruled Pallanar with honor and integrity. Today, Raskor returns to Pallan’s embrace. May he one day be born again.”

      When the butt of the staff thumped against the ground, the soldiers gave the boat a gentle push. It drifted out into the water, a fan of ripples in its wake. Brogan turned toward Blythe. His eyes met hers, the emerald pools instilling him with confidence. Her curly, red hair was tied in a tail, the wind stirring it and the wool cloak over her shoulders. As always, she wore a form-fitting jerkin and tight breeches, revealing a lean, fit build. She handed him her bow and an arrow, the head wrapped in a naphtha-doused rag.

      “You can make this shot,” she whispered.

      He nodded before approaching Moargan and holding the arrow to the flaming staff. It blazed to life, and Brogan lifted the bow, one eye closing as he took aim toward the small vessel. May Pallan bless you, my lord. He drew the bowstring back, lifted it to account for the arc, as Blythe had taught him, and loosed. The flaming arrow sailed through the air, continued beyond the funeral craft, and dropped into the water with a plop.

      Oh, by Pallan, no. Brogan’s throat tightened with shame. I have failed him again.

      Someone laughed, stirring Brogan’s anger. He turned and noticed Jace covering his mouth, the thief’s shoulders hunched as he tried to stifle his laughter. Grimacing, Brogan stomped back to Blythe, handing her the bow.

      “Do it,” he growled. He could not meet her gaze.

      She turned to the porter behind her, grabbed another arrow, and walked up to the priest. Brogan stared toward the water, refusing to look at the queen or anyone else. Blythe lit the arrow, took a stance, drew her bowstring, and released. The flaming arrow arced up and fell toward the water, landing in the heart of the boat. The kindling began to burn, black smoke rising from it as the flames grew.

      Brogan released a sigh, thankful that the funeral craft had been set ablaze. The sting of embarrassment remained, but at least Pallan would receive Raskor. Legend said a craft crossing the water before it burned and sank would bring a decade of bad luck. Far worse, it would leave the dead to haunt the world for eternity.

      When the boat was a mile out, halfway across the water, it slowed and sank from view, the trail of smoke ceasing and flitting away with the wind.

      A female voice broke the silence. “Farewell, Lord Raskor.”

      Brogan turned to find a woman standing in the open area between the two crowds. With raven-black hair and wearing a white dress, she stood just over five feet tall. She was young, perhaps younger than Rhoa. Most noticeably, she wore a black blindfold across her eyes.

      Beside the girl, standing inches shorter than her but stoutly built with long, black hair and a black, braided beard, was her bodyguard. A dwarf, Brogan realized. While the girl wore no visible weapons, a gruesome battle axe was strapped to the dwarf’s back and odd, star-shaped daggers adorned the leather strap across his torso.

      The blindfold. The white dress. The dwarf guardian. It suddenly clicked.

      She is a witch.

      The Seers of Kelmar were legendary, mystical women, both feared and respected in Pallanar. Sighting a witch was exceptionally rare, yet common enough for tales of those events to persist for decades. There were stories of seers visiting Pallanese citizens just prior to key events throughout history, warning of impending change and, oftentimes, the dark future that waited should the warnings be ignored. In each and every tale, the prognostications had been taken seriously. Brogan wondered how history might have played out if people had done otherwise.

      Ariella stepped toward the seer with fists clenched at her sides. “Why do you desecrate our solemn ceremony? Cannot you see? I have lost my husband, and these people have lost their lord.”

      The young witch walked toward Ariella, the dwarf shadowing her.

      “You are wrong, Queen of the Pallans. I interrupt nothing. The ceremony has concluded, the time for mourning ended. I have been sent to intervene, for the auguries have spoken. The moment the Seers were chartered to prevent is fast approaching, but it leaves us blind. The future is uncertain, the end drawing near. You must listen, for the fate of the world hangs in the balance.”
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      Rawkobon Kragmor sat quietly, as usual. He preferred to remain unnoticed. Always had. The tinted spectacles he had received from Salvon remained a boon, allowing his eyes to adjust to the bright light of the surface world. Secretly, Rawk also found security behind the dark glass, his eyes hidden from those he faced, like a shield to guard his thoughts.

      The room was occupied by three others, yet draped in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. He glanced at his uncle, Algoron, who sat beside him, the dwarf sharing more in common with Rawk than anyone else.

      Their appearance was where they differed most greatly. Whereas Rawk’s entire body was completely hairless, his uncle possessed long, red hair and a thick beard, braided to his chest.

      But for dwarfs, a race renowned for their loud and boisterous personalities, the two were particularly reserved. In addition, they were both stone-shapers, the most talented among their people. However, those traits were immaterial in the shadow of their shame – their inability to avoid the alluring desire for exotic gems.

      Salvon slowly paced the room, the old storyteller stroking his gray beard in thought, his footsteps and the swishing of his patchwork cloak the only noise in the room. Meanwhile, Rhoa stared out the window toward the gloomy autumn skies. Even with noon approaching, it had already been a day of quiet introspection, a day of mourning, a day of startling revelations.

      Shock had captured Rawk’s thoughts and held them hostage for the past hour, ever since the seer first appeared outside the city. It wasn’t the seer who had twisted his perspective and left him disjointed, but rather the warrior who had escorted her.

      A Maker with a black beard and black hair, Rawk thought. Where did he come from? Are there others? Does he even know of Ghen Aeldor?

      Many questions filled his head, clouded by a sense of wonder. His people back home believed they were the last of their kind. Clearly, the mysterious dwarf’s presence proved otherwise.

      Brogan entered the room, the man having shed the polished Gleam Guard armor in favor of a leather vest over his tunic. As expected, the man’s sword was strapped to his hip, dangling from the baldric he wore over one shoulder. Since reclaiming Augur, Rawk had rarely seen Brogan without it.

      “The queen requests our presence.” Brogan’s face turned to a worried frown. “Actually, Xionne requested we join them.”

      “Xionne?” Algoron asked.

      “The seer.” Brogan looked at Salvon. “She seems to know you and demanded that you and your companions join the discussion before she reveals anything more.”

      Salvon nodded. “I suspected Xionne was aware of my presence. The seers are mystics and possess abilities unlike anyone else. She may wear a blindfold, but she is anything but blind.” He headed out the door. “Come along. Let’s gather the others. We mustn’t keep Ariella and Xionne waiting.”

      Rawk glanced toward Rhoa, her large, dark eyes meeting his. With wavy black hair reaching her shoulders and a coppery complexion, Rhoa was among the prettiest females he had ever seen. More importantly, she was his friend, the first person who had shown him companionship and respect, something he never knew from his own people. While Rhoa’s honor and bravery inspired him, her understanding and compassion drew him toward her like the gemsongs he could not resist.

      After a moment, Rhoa shrugged and followed Brogan and Salvon out the door. Moving with haste, Rawk and Algoron hurried into the corridor as Salvon approached the door to Narine’s room. His knock echoed in the hallway, followed by the sound of footsteps from inside. The door opened to reveal Adyn, Narine’s tall bodyguard.

      “Yes?”

      Salvon said, “It appears the seer would have words with all of us, including Narine and Jace.”

      Adyn turned toward the room. “You heard the man, lovebirds. Let’s go.”

      Moments later, the three of them emerged, and Brogan led them to the stairs. When they arrived at the uppermost floor, four armed guards, along with Blythe, waited in the corridor.

      Brogan approached the guards. “I have gathered our guests, as the queen requested.”

      A guard opened the door and stepped aside. Brogan and Blythe entered, leading them into the same room where they had first met Lord Raskor less than a week prior.

      Ariella paced the room, her hands clasped at her waist. The seer and her guardian sat on a sofa, the dwarf noticeably lacking his weapons. His dark eyes met Rawk’s, his heavy brow furrowing, yet he said nothing.

      “As you requested,” Ariella said, facing the seer, “Salvon and his companions are here. Can we now get to the bottom of this? I have not slept well in days, and my patience has run thin.”

      The seer stood and faced Salvon. “Do you recall me, Weaver?”

      The old man nodded. “I do, Xionne, although you were still a girl when I left Paehl Lanor.”

      Rawk blinked at the name. Paehl Lanor meant Lonely Peak in the old language, which he hadn’t heard since his exile from Ghen Aeldor.

      “The seasons turn, Weaver, even when you neglect to note their passing.”

      Salvon chuckled. “So they do. What of Rhionna? Since you wear the blindfold, I assume she has passed on?”

      The girl nodded. “Yes. My predecessor joined Vandasal in the Hall of Spirits two years past. Gifted with the sight, I assumed her role and the burden it carries.”

      The old man turned toward the dwarf, who was still seated. “Greetings, Captain. While the Seers and the citizens of Kelmar often call me Weaver, among Men, I am known as Salvon the Great.”

      The dwarf stood and gave Salvon a shallow bow. “It is good to see you are well, Weaver.” He turned toward the room and said, “My name is Hadnoddon Chogmar, Captain in the Guardians of Kelmar. My–”

      The queen interrupted with the wave of a hand. “Introductions can wait,” Ariella said impatiently. “Please, Xionne. Why have you come to Illustan?”

      The young woman crossed the floor, avoiding furniture, despite her blindfold. She stopped a step before Rhoa, the pair of them similar in height. The seer reached out, appearing to search blindly until she gripped Rhoa’s shoulder.

      Xionne gasped. “It is incredible, yet so odd to find someone standing where I sense naught but a vacuum, as if less than nothing occupies the space.”

      Rhoa’s brow furrowed. “Less than nothing?”

      Rather than reply, Xionne turned and approached Jace, her hand held in front of her until it struck his chest. She shook her head. “It is wondrous. Two of you, as the augury predicted.”

      Jace frowned. “What is this about? Why Rhoa? Why me?” His eyes widened. “You know about the amulet.”

      Xionne nodded. “The eye that blinds. You possess it.”

      “I… I do.”

      She nodded. “You are the Charlatan of Ages.” The seer then spun to face Rhoa. “That means you are She Who is Blind by Birth.”

      Rhoa looked at Salvon, waiting for his nod before she said, “Yes.”

      “One mystery solved, but many remain to unravel.” Xionne shifted to stand before Narine. “You are the wizardess…She Who Bends Magic Until It Breaks, also known as The Hound’s Final Seed.” Ignoring Narine’s startled reaction, she moved on to Adyn. “You are The Indentured Protector.” To Brogan, she said. “The Jaded Warrior.” To Blythe, “The Scarlet Archer.” Turning, she crossed the room to stand before Rawk and Algoron. “My Maker friends, both of you stone-shapers.” Her tone became sorrowful. “One of you will die to save the world, the other will unleash his magic to destroy it.”

      Rawk jerked backward as if struck, his heart racing. His uncle’s brow furrowed, the dwarf’s eyes reflecting concern as he glared at the seer. Has this woman laid a curse upon me? Rawk wondered.

      His entire life, Rawk had felt as if he didn’t belong. He was a hairless freak among his people, shunned long before he was cast out of Ghen Aeldor. Through stone-shaping alone, he had hoped to find importance. With his exile, that hope had been lost. Ever since, he had wondered about the future before him, living each day as it came without any clue of what lay ahead. Now, he feared his future as Xionne’s words replayed in his head.

      “One of you will die to save the world, the other will unleash his magic to destroy it.”

      He couldn’t decide which fate was worse.
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      Sitting on the sofa, Jace narrowed his eyes at the seer. The odd labels she had given to him and each of his companions left the room silent. Confusion and shock were reflected on their faces, while he reacted in a quite different fashion. He had seen his share of con artists and the methods used to prey on the weaknesses of their intended victims.

      She is trying to get us off balance, controlling the conversation.

      “Listen, lady,” he said, “I don’t know what game you are playing, but it’s time to stop with all the nonsense and explain why you are here.”

      The seer turned toward him. Her blindfold unnerved him. Only by peering into the eyes of others could you discover motives and emotions otherwise hidden.

      Xionne crossed the room to stand before him. “I have come to retrieve you and your companions. You must journey to Paehl Lanor, to the hidden city of Kelmar. With your presence, the seers will attempt an augury. We are currently blinded to the future, unable to determine which prophecies are true and which are false. The only truth of which we are certain is that our world is in grave danger.”

      Jace frowned at her. “You expect us to believe this nonsense? Claiming a catastrophe looms in the near future seems like simple manipulation to me. You have no way to prove your statement, and we have no means to discredit it. Why should we follow you to this pale place anyway?”

      Xionne tilted her head. “A doubter. I suspected you would be difficult. What might I do to convince you?”

      He smiled. “Easy. Predict the future. What will happen next?”

      She shook her head. “I cannot. Casting one’s mind into future events is not so simple a task. Even if we were with my sisters in the Oracle, something blocks our abilities. The last foretelling occurred a season ago. Since then, all we see is darkness.”

      Jace snorted. “You have all the classic replies covered. I find it convenient that you wish us to follow you blindly with no means to prove anything you say is true or false. Besides, I don’t believe anyone can predict the future. How can you know what men will do next? I often don’t know what I will do next.”

      As she stared at him, he wondered if she were actually blinded by the cloth around her eyes. It seemed a clever component of her scheme, whatever her intent.

      “You love her,” Xionne said.

      He flinched. “What are you talking about?”

      “I have seen it in past foretellings. The princess… You love her, despite your desire to fight your feelings. It is useless, you know. Destiny has drawn you together. Two forces attracted to one another, the draw too great to overcome, in spite of your repeated attempts to pull away.”

      Everyone stared at Jace, but he refused to look at them, locking his gaze upon Xionne. His heart raced as he struggled to form a reply to her accusation. His gaze slid to Narine. In her aqua blue eyes, he saw not the desire to run away, as he had feared, but a longing.

      It frightened him to the core.

      Jace looked at Xionne, the seer waiting patiently for his response. “Think what you want, woman, but Narine and I are just having fun,” he said with a frivolous wave of his hand. “Our attraction toward each other is physical. That’s it. Nothing more.” The final words were firm.

      Narine approached him. Her gaze had hardened, lips pressed together as she glared down at him. “Is that all I am to you?”

      He swallowed and shrugged, downplaying the twisting of his stomach. “I…” Everyone is looking at me, waiting for me to bend to the witch’s will. Forcing a smile, he said, “Admit it. You have had fun, as well. Why can’t we just leave it at that?”

      Narine slammed her heel onto his foot.

      “Ouch!” He grabbed at his boot as she turned and marched from the room.

      Adyn followed, pausing at the doorway to look back at Jace. “You need to get over yourself, thief. You keep pushing her away and, sooner or later, she’ll stop coming back.”

      As the door closed, Jace looked around. Everyone stared at him. Somehow, the expressions on their faces were worse than he had feared, the disapproval outweighing the wound his pride might have suffered if he had agreed with Xionne’s claim.

      “Your pride is your enemy, thief.” Xionne sat in the chair opposite Jace.

      Before he could issue a retort, Queen Ariella interceded.

      “Unlike other wizardoms, Pallanar has long respected the Seers.” The queen circled the room as she spoke, her gaze shifting from one person to the next. “I ask you all to listen to Xionne and consider her request with care. Should a dark future await, could you carry the burden of not heeding her warning? In contrast, if you followed her guidance and no catastrophe comes to pass, what have you lost?”

      Jace ran his hands through his hair and considered the queen’s request. His gaze swept the room, noticing others doing the same, eyes staring into space while the wheels spun in their heads.

      “I say we do it,” Brogan muttered.

      Blythe looked at Brogan and nodded. “If you go, I am going.”

      “I will go,” Rhoa said. “It cannot be worse than the drama surrounding us since Taladain died.”

      “Rawkobon and I will go, as well,” Algoron said, the man looking toward Hadnoddon. “We would like to meet our cousins at the Lonely Peak.”

      Hadnoddon narrowed his eyes at the two dwarfs before issuing a nod.

      Salvon walked over to Jace, leaned forward to place a hand on his shoulder, and looked him in the eye. “It would be best if we heed the seer’s advice, Jace. Their methods and mystical abilities might seem strange, but the Seers know things you cannot comprehend.” The man stood and looked back at Xionne and her bodyguard. “It is exceedingly rare for a seer to leave Paehl Lanor. Xionne would not be here if the situation were not dire.”

      Xionne gave Salvon a slow nod. When the old man stepped back, Jace found all eyes on him again. An internal battle waged, a piece of him wishing to separate himself from a situation he felt was manipulative. Another part of him demanded he remain at Narine’s side, regardless of where she might go.

      Finally, he sighed. “You seriously wish us to gallivant off to this pale place and–”

      “Paehl Lanor,” Xionne corrected.

      “Fine. You want us to run off to Paehl Lanor and do what exactly?”

      “You will join the circle of the Oracle,” Xionne replied.

      He frowned. “This isn’t any sort of sacrifice or anything, is it?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing of the sort. It is a simple meeting of the minds. It is how we seek and craft prophecy.”

      His thoughts drifted to Narine – her bright blue eyes, engaging smile, fiery spirit. He knew with her at his side, he was a better person. Something about her made his prior self seem incomplete, a shell of what was possible.

      He looked at the seer and asked, “And when this circle thing is over, we can just leave?”

      Xionne smiled. She had a nice smile, leaving Jace wondering about her eyes. He imagined them large and dark brown, the girl pretty in an exotic fashion. “Once possible futures are determined, you may depart.”
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      Jace stood in the shadows, listening, watching, waiting. It was late, well after the dinner hour, the lonely corridor dark, other than auras surrounding lanterns at each corner. The sound of footsteps came from the stairwell, then Brogan emerged.

      Finally.

      The big man lumbered toward one of the closed doors and knocked. Moments later, the door opened. “It’s our last night in Illustan,” Brogan rumbled. “I thought you might like to join me for a few ales. Theo and the guards tapped a keg and are drinking to Raskor’s memory.”

      Adyn’s voice came from inside the room. “Do you mind?”

      Narine’s response was too muffled to hear, but Jace knew she wouldn’t deny Adyn’s request.

      “I’ll see you in a few hours,” Adyn said before pulling the door closed and flashing Brogan a grin. “What’s the brew?”

      He grunted. “I’m not sure, but knowing Theo, it’ll be strong.”

      “All the better.”

      The two descended the stairs, their footsteps and voices fading.

      Jace emerged from the alcove and crossed the length of the hallway to stop outside Narine’s door. He debated just stepping inside without knocking, then thought better of it. The rapping of his knuckles on the wood echoed in the corridor.

      “Yes?” Narine’s voice came from inside.

      “It’s me.”

      “Go away.”

      “I am going to come in.”

      After a silent beat, she said, “I can’t really stop you, can I?”

      He opened the door. The room was dark, other than a dying fire in the fireplace and a candle on the nightstand. Jace scanned the room until he spotted her lying on the bed, hidden beneath the covers.

      “You didn’t come to dinner,” Jace said as he closed the door.

      “I didn’t feel like eating.” Her tone was somewhere between sadness and anger.

      Perhaps a bit of both, he thought, closing his eyes for a moment. Come on, Jace. You need to do this. Moving closer to the bed, he considered where to start. Set your pride aside.

      “I came to apologize.”

      Curled up and facing away from him, she didn’t respond.

      “I… I didn’t mean what I said.” Why is this so difficult?

      “Yet you said it.”

      He heard the tears and wondered how many she had shed.

      “It wasn’t…” He clamped his mouth shut in frustration. “The seer made me say it.”

      Narine sat up and turned toward him. Her eyes were red, cheeks blotchy. She looked horrible and amazing at the same time.

      “That is your excuse?” She sounded incredulous. “Did she put a knife to your throat and force you to hurt me? Or does it give you joy to break my heart? After all, this thing between us is just for fun.” The last words were charged with anger, each clipped and sharp.

      Jace flinched inwardly, the burning guilt within blazing with a vengeance. He looked away, shaking his head but refusing to meet the challenge in her stare. “I never wished to hurt you.”

      “Rhoa was right. You only care about yourself.”

      “No!” Stung, he moved closer and sat at the foot of the bed. Eyes closed, he reached down deep, drawing a rare emotion for him. Humility. “I do care for you. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be here.”

      The pause seemed far longer than it really was.

      “I want to believe you,” she said, “but this could just be another one of your games in order to spend another night in my bed only to spurn me again the next day.”

      A long sigh slipped out as he opened his eyes and looked at her. “I am not playing a game. I just… I don’t trust Xionne. I don’t understand why everyone is willing to place so much faith in this strange girl. The way she speaks, the words she uses… It feels like she is manipulating us.”

      “To what end?”

      “To get us to follow her.”

      “Then what?”

      He shook his head. “I have no idea. I just don’t like being used.”

      She arched a brow. “How ironic.”

      Jace gripped her hand. “I never used you. In truth, you are the most honest of my pursuits.”

      “Well, you had better explain yourself. So far, you have done a poor job of it.”

      “When she pressed me about my feelings toward you, I…responded as I did because I was fighting back. I just couldn’t give her the satisfaction by validating any of it.”

      “So you chose to hurt me rather than wound your own pride?”

      Hearing the words, he realized how poor his choice had been. He swallowed the lump in his throat and wondered if a slice of his pride went with it. “I regret reacting as I did.”

      “How would you react if given another chance?” There was a challenge in her tone, a test of sorts.

      He winced. “Do I have to say it?”

      “You owe me as much.”

      He sighed again. “Honestly, I know nothing of love. I have been alone for so long, I don’t know if I could recognize it if it struck me in the face. What I do know is I enjoy being with you. I think about you when we are not together. You are obviously aware I am attracted to you, but this is more than just physical attraction.” When she didn’t respond, he added, “I have risked my life for yours more than once. Selfless acts are highly uncommon for someone like me. I can’t explain why, but it must mean something.”

      She crawled toward him, her eyes closing as their lips met. The kiss was tender at first, then she pushed him onto his back and climbed on top of him, her hands going to the laces of his tunic. He put his hands on her shoulders and gently pushed her away.

      A frown appeared on her face as she looked down at him. “What’s wrong?”

      Dressed in a thin shift, he found her intoxicating and wished nothing more than to take her in his arms. Steeling himself, he gathered his courage and used it as an anchor for what he was about to do.

      Jace rolled over, stood, and backed away from the bed. “I want you to know, this is among the most difficult things I have ever done.”

      “What are you talking about?” she asked, perplexed.

      “You asked me a question about my intentions. I…” Can’t believe I am doing this. He closed his eyes and shook his head before opening them again. “I wish to prove my feelings for you. Prove that our relationship is more than physical. So, I will leave you for the night with only a single kiss to cherish.”

      She stepped out of bed, the flickering candlelight dancing off her curves. “Are you sure?” Reaching up, she pulled one strap down to expose her shoulder. “Adyn said we are to depart in the morning.” The other strap followed, her shift held in place merely by the fullness of her bosom. “This might be our last chance for quite some time.”

      He gripped the doorknob, his voice cracking as he replied, “I know, which makes this so much more difficult.”

      Tilting her head, a hand on her hip, her back arched provocatively, she asked, “You are actually leaving me?”

      Groaning, he fought against the burning desire to rush across the room and take her in a steamy embrace. “Only until morning,” he croaked, opening the door, his eyes drinking in the view of her glorious figure, lingering for a moment before turning away. His heart hammered in his chest, blood near boiling.

      Pausing in the doorway, he spoke over his shoulder. “I still don’t agree with this bizarre quest to visit a bunch of mountain witches, but I will follow along because it is where you will be.”

      The door clicked closed. Jace stood with his back against it for a moment, blowing out a breath before heading toward the stairs. It was time to find Brogan and Adyn. He needed some ale to douse the heat in his blood. A lot of ale.
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      Rhoa stepped outside the palace and gazed up at the gray sky. The wind blew from the south, the autumn air carrying a hint of winter. Her companions joined her at the top of the stairs, gathering in silence.

      In the circular courtyard, three carriages waited, along with a pair of wagons filled with bundles, crates, and barrels. Two soldiers on horseback came from around the corner, each leading four horses, the reins of each linked to the horse behind it. Moments later, a squad of eight Gleam Guard rode up to join the others, the men armed and appearing prepared for battle. Rhoa hoped to avoid anything of the sort.

      “This is quite different from our past two departures,” Salvon noted.

      Jace snorted. “That’s an understatement.”

      Rhoa thought back to their flight from Fastella and the later escape from Marquithe. “We have visited three great cities over recent weeks. In every case, the city we leave behind lacks the protection of a wizard lord.” She shook her head. “How can that be?”

      A female replied from behind her, “You stand at the epicenter of great change.”

      Rhoa turned toward Xionne. As expected, Hadnoddon stood beside her.

      The seer continued. “The culmination of events surrounding you points toward a dark future and proves why you must visit Kelmar.”

      Before Rhoa could reply, the doors opened and Queen Ariella emerged, bracketed by two guards and followed by Brogan, Blythe, and Phantom, the dog at Blythe’s side, as usual.

      The queen surveyed the scene before her and nodded. “All appears ready. Let us depart for the harbor so you can be on your way.”

      The queen in the lead, the party descended the stairs. Brogan and Blythe climbed into Ariella’s carriage, while the others split up and filled the other two. During the ride down the long, curved roadway, Rhoa watched the citizens of Illustan go about their daily lives.

      Farmers’ carts filled the market square, surrounded by people buying produce. Butchers, bakers, tailors, cobblers, and weavers stood in front of their shops, calling out to passersby. Children played, a dozen in a cluster beside a fountain. Here and there, soldiers dressed in chain mail walked among them.

      The city itself was quite different from those in warmer climates, every roof steeply peaked. Soon, snow would reach the city and likely remain until spring. Rhoa wondered if she would finally experience true winter weather. With a journey taking them near the famous Pallanar Ice Fields, it seemed likely.

      The road leveled, and the carriage turned down a street that ran through the heart of the city. Weapon shops, a cartographer, a general store, two inns, and a moneylender were among the shops Rhoa observed as they approached the city gates.

      Outside the city walls, the carriage turned toward the busy harbor. They passed a cluster of warehouses before slowing to a stop, climbing out of the carriages, and gathering on the wharf. Those on horseback, including their Gleam Guard escort, continued down the long pier, toward the massive three-masted ship moored there. Although Rhoa had traveled extensively with the menagerie, she had never been on a ship, which made the impending journey both daunting and exciting at the same time.

      “I am dreading this,” Narine said as she stood beside Rhoa.

      “Why?” she asked. “You have sailed before, as recently as your journey from Starmuth to Shear.”

      “True. However, for the first day or two, I get dreadfully seasick.”

      Rhoa had never before considered she might get sick, which gave her another thing to worry about. She then saw the look on Rawk’s face. Even with his dark spectacles covering his eyes, the Maker was clearly afraid, so much so that he visibly shivered.

      She put her hand on his arm. “Are you all right?”

      “I do not know.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I cannot swim,” he replied, his face downcast.

      Her brow furrowed. “You didn’t seem so frightened on the ride down the river from Whitewater.”

      He looked at her and shook his head. “That was different. Land was always nearby.”

      “You fear being far from land?”

      “I…” Again, he looked down in shame. “Yes.”

      Rhoa moved her hand to his shoulder. “It’s all right to be afraid, Rawk. I am nervous about sailing, as well.”

      “You have never been on a ship?”

      “No. It will be a first for both of us. Perhaps we could consider it an adventure. Something new to experience together.”

      He turned toward her, his eyes barely visible through the tinted lenses. “I would like that.”

      On an impulse, she took his hand and gripped it firmly. Hers was tiny in his, his fingers thick and strong, his hand twice the width of her own, although they stood the same height. In response, he squeezed her hand gently and gave her a smile.

      After a discussion with the soldiers on horseback, the queen turned to face Rhoa and her companions. “It is time for you to board. The ship has been well-stocked and will bring you to the docks of Growler’s Rock, a small seaside village southeast of Shurick’s Bay. There, you and your escort, led by Lieutenant Targan, will disembark.”

      Ariella’s gaze swept across the departing party. “I’ll not pretend to understand what is occurring, why wizard lords are dying and creatures of legend have reappeared. Something in my heart tells me you people are at the crux of something momentous, be it good or bad. I pray for the former and fear the latter. While I do not understand it, if I can assist your efforts to stop this madness and save our world, I will see it done.

      “For now, the most I can do is ensure your transport to Eastern Pallanar. Once there, Targan and his men, six of our best warriors prepared to bear arms should the need arise, will escort you to your final destination. I pray they are not required.

      “If you need anything more from Pallanar, you need but ask.”

      Silence followed, until a seabird flying past squawked and dove into the water.

      Ariella stood proud, ignoring the wind tossing her graying blonde locks about. “If there is nothing more I can offer, I bid you farewell. Without a wizard lord to occupy the throne, I must step in and continue my husband’s work until another is prepared to take his place.”

      Salvon stepped forward and took Ariella’s hand. “Be strong, my queen. You are more capable than you know. Priella will soon return, and she will offer her support.”

      Ariella gave him a sad smile. “You are too kind, Salvon. I only wish you could remain in Illustan longer.”

      “As do I, but fate will not alter its course to suit our desires. Not unless we take a hand to guide it ourselves.”

      “Well said, Weaver,” Xionne added. “Come.” She waved the others forward. “Time is fleeting, the world is changing, and the future remains clouded.”

      The small woman and her Maker bodyguard walked down the pier. Brogan, Blythe, and Salvon said their goodbyes to Ariella as the others headed down to the waiting ship. As she drew close, Rhoa eyed the massive wooden vessel, the hull jutting high above the water. Evenly spaced openings lined the sides of the hull, oars sticking through them. A cargo door stood open at the rear of the ship as the last of the horses were led inside. Despite the size of the craft, Rhoa wondered how cramped the quarters would be and how they would smell by the time they reached their destination. Following the others, she climbed the plank, her hand still in Rawk’s gentle grip. She stepped onto the deck and surveyed her surroundings.

      The masts were thick – one at the bow, one mid-deck, one near the stern. Coils of rope and rigging seemed to be everywhere, along with barrels, crates, and occasional trap doors. There were two stairwells and a door beneath the quarterdeck at the rear of the ship. Sailors in heavy clothing and furs busily worked, preparing to set sail. A man approached, his thick, brown beard speckled with gray, face weathered and worn, blue eyes sharp and intense, a hat with fur flaps over his head and ears. Stopping before the group, he bowed and introduced himself.

      “Greetings. I am Captain Helgrued. Welcome aboard Sea Lord, the largest ship in the Pallanese fleet. In fact, no vessel this size has left the shipyards since Lord Raskor commissioned it fifteen years ago. It takes a sizeable crew to sail this beast. We have twenty who man the oars and another dozen on the rigging, not including yours truly.”

      With thirty-three crew, six soldiers, and sixteen horses, as well as her party, Rhoa was thankful the ship was so massive.

      “Thank you, Captain.” Brogan gripped the man’s hand. “My name is Brogan Reisner, and these are my companions. I assume you received orders from Queen Ariella?”

      “Yes. We are to drop you off at Growler’s Rock.”

      Brogan nodded. “How many days to make the journey?”

      The captain stroked his beard. “This time of year, assuming we don’t encounter a squall, we should arrive in four days.”

      Brogan nodded. “And our quarters?”

      The man pointed toward the forward stairwell. “We have eight guest cabins toward the bow. It’ll be tight with fifteen of you, including your escort, but that’s the best I can offer.”

      “If we must, we’ll take turns, sleeping in shifts. Regardless, we’ll get more rest during this leg of our journey than once we reach land.”

      The words registered with Rhoa and she sighed. So much for sleeping in comfort. She already missed her bed at the Illustan Palace.
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      Trey Garvin ascended a ladder positioned on the balcony. The chamber inside used to belong to Prince Eldalain. Prior to that, it was the home of Lord Taladain. He reached the top and climbed onto the roof, turning to gaze over the great city of Fastella. The palace where he stood was in the heart of the city, the busy streets stretching out in all directions. Tall walls encircled the island city, dividing it from the river on three sides, the sea harbor on the other.

      He turned north and squinted into the distance, eyeing the quiet gravel road cutting through the hills. Days earlier, he had watched the Farrowen Army march down that road, trailed by dozens of wagons and a handful of carriages, soon fading from view. With Charcoan and his soldiers in control of the city, Henton had decided to advance toward Dorban, while Garvin led the effort to claim the Fastella Tower of Devotion in the name of Farrow. Garvin’s thoughts then drifted to the startling news he had received the day prior.

      Lord Malvorian had been killed in his own throne room, apparently by the same assassins who had ended Taladain’s reign. In another surprise, the same message proclaimed Thurvin Arnolle as the new Lord of Farrowen. With the entire Marquithe Wizards Guild accompanying the Farrowen Army, there had been nobody to challenge Thurvin for the position. Garvin suspected Palkan Forca would be quite chagrined when the news reached him.

      Turning, Garvin crossed the rooftop until he reached the long shadow of the tower. He looked up, the turret blocking the bright sun from view, the top of it rising well over a hundred feet above the rooftop where he now stood, which already loomed high above the city.

      A team of thirty soldiers, men who specialized in engineering, worked to construct a scaffold. A third of those men stood on the rooftop, measuring and cutting pieces to the dimensions called out by their sergeant, a balding, middle-aged man who seemed to know his business. The other twenty men lined the length of the tower, handing sections up to each man positioned above until the new sections reached the top, where two soldiers secured the pieces to the ever-growing assembly. For the past six days, the soldiers had been working from sunup to sundown crafting the narrow structure, anchoring it with spikes hammered into the tower wall. With a mere ten feet remaining until reaching the top of the tower, the project neared completion.

      Garvin watched as the soldiers completed the last few feet of the tower. As previously instructed, the men then began climbing down, the workers wiping their brows as they gathered and exchanged friendly chatter. When the last man emerged from the tower, Garvin crossed the roof to address them.

      “Well done, soldiers,” he said. “You finished right on schedule. With Sergeant Haeman’s leave, I would like to give you the rest of the day off to celebrate.”

      Haeman nodded, facing his squad. “Agreed. A project well-done deserves some celebrating. I suggest you find a taproom and relax. Just don’t get into trouble. Remember, we depart at first light. Henton is days ahead of us, and Dorban is only a five-day march.”

      With an air of anticipation, the men dispersed, crossing the rooftop to the ladder before climbing down.

      Garvin turned toward Haeman. “You aren’t joining them?”

      “No. I’d prefer a relaxing afternoon. There is a bottle of brandy waiting in my tent. When the men return to the castle garden, I prefer to be there waiting.” He looked up at the tower, the sun edging around it, the rays shining upon the side of his face. “Besides, I would like to see the top of the tower and witness what is to come.”

      Garvin gave the man a nod. “Fair enough. You deserve to be there. Farrow knows I couldn’t have scaled it without you.”

      Gesturing for the man to follow, Garvin approached the scaffold, climbed on, and began his ascent.

      Built like a rectangular chute, two feet wide and ten feet long, the scaffold was divided into a series of angled ladders, each roughly eight feet in height. Garvin climbed the first ladder, then gripped the rungs of the next before continuing upward. Back and forth he climbed, level after level. He soon lost count. Eventually, he passed a large opening in the tower wall, the wind whipping through it. Peering into the opening, his perception twisted with the depths of the tower shaft. Somewhere below, the lift platform waited. Using it to reach the top would have been far easier, but none of the wizards could make the lift function. History said only a wizard lord could operate it. Garvin wondered if one would ever walk the halls of the Fastella Palace again.

      With Sergeant Haeman still trailing, Garvin continued his climb, the wind growing increasingly stronger, cooling the gathering sweat on his head, back, and beneath his arms. He guessed he was nearing his two hundredth ladder rung when he finally reached the top and gazed upon a sight few had ever seen.

      The circular floor was at least ten strides across, open on all sides and covered by a domed roof supported by four fluted pillars. At the heart of the room, upon a circular dais, sat a throne of clear crystal, glimmering in the sunlight. Garvin approached the throne, his focus upon the fist-sized purple amethyst in the back of the object. He reached for the gem, gripped it, and pulled, twisting and rocking it until it clicked free.

      Haeman watched in silence as Garvin set his pack down and removed a sapphire from it, gripping it in one hand while holding the amethyst in the other. The two gems were identical in size and shape, both octahedrons, both impeccably cut and flawless. Only in color did they differ, which equated to all the difference in the world.

      After setting the amethyst down, he turned back to the throne. With care, he inserted the sapphire into the opening and pushed until it clicked into place. A high-pitched ringing came from the throne as the sapphire bloomed to life, glowing brightly, the light causing the entire throne to radiate with a deep blue glow, shimmering as if it were alive. From a distance, the blue glow would appear as a flame – the flame of Farrow.

      “It is done,” Garvin said as he stepped back to stand beside Haeman. “When Devotion resumes tonight, the prayers of Fastella will feed Lord Thurvin, and Farrow will become the god of these people.”

      “Incredible,” Haeman said, his tone tinted with wonder. He then looked at Garvin. “What of Gheald? What will become of the god of Ghealdor without the prayers of his people?”

      The question had never crossed Garvin’s mind, but now that Haeman had posed it, he wondered what impact such a shift might have upon the world.
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      Following his bodyguard, Lang, Van Parsec stepped out of his carriage and peered up at the palace. High above him, the Tower of Devotion shone with an azure flame, bright against the cloud-covered evening sky. If he hadn’t seen it for himself, he would have never believed the tower could be turned toward another god.

      A soldier approached, the middle-aged man wearing Farrowen armor with a star on his left breastplate. “Greetings, Wizard Parsec. I am Captain Pilson.”

      “Well met, Captain. What happened to Captain Verd?”

      “Verd and the other surviving Indigo Hounds have joined the campaign, many against their will. They march toward Dorban as we speak.”

      Parsec arched a brow. “The Hounds march on Dorban?”

      Pilson glanced toward the carriage, where Parsec’s driver, Damon, waited. “Perhaps we should go inside. The meal will be ready soon, and Charcoan is waiting.”

      Parsec turned to Lang. “Remain here until I return. It should be no more than two hours.”

      “You got it, boss,” the big man replied.

      The captain turned and led Parsec to the door, the guard standing beside it holding it open for the two men. They entered an empty corridor and began climbing a dark staircase.

      Pilson spoke over his shoulder. “You asked about the previous Indigo Hounds. Captain Henton and High Wizard Charcoan thought it best if those soldiers assimilated into the army where Henton could watch them.” The man paused at the landing, turning toward Parsec. “Some of them were bound to retain a loyalty toward the Killarius family. If left behind in Fastella, they might take action we would prefer to avoid.”

      Parsec considered what the man said, acknowledging the logic was sound. Tying Verd and his men to the campaign to take Dorban would keep them busy and buy time. “With the Hounds away, aren’t Charcoan and Fastella at risk?”

      Pilson shook his head. “My men have replaced them. Eighty soldiers from Starmuth, every one of them loyal to Charcoan.”

      The two men resumed their climb, the stairwell quiet save for their boots on the stairs. When they reached the top, Pilson brought Parsec to a door bracketed by two guards. It led to the same room where he had met with Prince Eldalain two weeks prior – the same evening Parsec’s wife, Gilda, had been murdered.

      You paid for your treachery, Eldalain, Parsec thought with a smirk. Similarly, Charcoan will discover I am no lap dog here to do his bidding.

      Without knocking, Pilson opened the door and stepped aside while Parsec walked past. The door closed behind him, leaving Parsec alone.

      The room was just as he recalled. The sitting area quiet, fireplace cold, the desk unoccupied. The door at the far end of the room was closed, the bed made. He wondered if he would have to wait for the new high wizard, then noticed the balcony door open.

      He crossed the room and peered outside. Charcoan’s silhouette occupied the balcony, the man leaning on the railing and gazing out over the city. The sky above had darkened further, dusk shifting to nightfall.

      Parsec approached the railing and stood beside the high wizard. The city below seemed no different than it had when Eldalain was in control. No different than it had before Taladain died. In a flash of insight, Parsec realized who sat upon the throne had little impact on the life of the average person. For all his ambition, it was a startling revelation.

      While still gazing over the city, Charcoan said, “For decades, I have dreamed of standing upon this balcony and looking down at Fastella as wizard lord. Recent events have made that dream both possible and impossible.”

      “I know that dream well,” Parsec said.

      Charcoan turned toward him. “I gave up much to hold this position, Van. My loyalty to Ghealdor. Control of the city of Starmuth.” He held up his hands, his fingers bent like claws. Even in the dim lighting, the deformation was obvious, the skin shiny and taut. “My hands. Four wizardesses attempted to heal them, and while the pain finally ceased, they will never be the same.”

      “Can you still…”

      Laughter interrupted. A glow surrounded Charcoan as he gathered magic. “My magic remains as potent as ever, I assure you. I was stronger than you while at Tiadd, and I remain so now.” The amount of magic Charcoan held proved his point. The glow faded, his form returning to a silhouette. “However, the more intricate spells are now beyond my ability. Perhaps I will eventually regain some dexterity. Time will tell.”

      A beam of blue light shot across the sky from the southeast, striking the Tower of Devotion above the palace. The blue flame in the tower flared to an inferno, the bell in the tower ringing loudly. The peals of bells throughout the city answered in response, and the hum of Devotion arose from within the castle and the streets below.

      Parsec glanced at Charcoan and wondered if they would join in the prayer. The high wizard appeared to have no intention of doing so.

      “Come,” Charcoan said as he turned toward the door. “Let’s sit and chat for a while.”

      Curious, Parsec followed him inside, the two men sitting before the fireplace, one on a sofa, the other in a high-backed hair.

      “I was so confident,” Charcoan said. “Discounting wizard lords, I had only ever met one person who could match my strength in magic, and Rictor Ueordlin is long dead. When I came upon Eldalain in the Gate Tower, I thought to kill him, having the advantage of surprise.” The man shook his bald head and looked down at his scarred hands. “His magic was more than I could handle, his strength too vast for someone lacking the power of prayers. It should not have been possible.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Parsec said. “The man had defeated many wizards before you faced him. To have survived the encounter… That’s something nobody else has ever done.”

      Charcoan closed his eyes. “I would have died. Should have, in fact. But, just as my shield started breaking down, a soldier in Ghealdan armor drove a sword through Eldalain.” He chuckled. “Betrayed by his own man. If not for that stroke of luck, that odd twist of fate, I would be dead like all the others who had faced him.”

      Parsec shook his head at the irony. After Eldalain had hired a thief to kill Gilda, Parsec had forced the same thief to kill Eldalain, which had saved Charcoan from defeat. While Eldalain got what he deserved, a new wizard now stood between Parsec and the throne he longed to claim. His wife may no longer be alive to rule by his side, but the dream remained. He only needed to find a means to remove Charcoan.

      A knock came from the door.

      “You may enter,” Charcoan said.

      The door opened. A man dressed in a black coat entered, his collar starched, his white hair slicked back. Parsec recognized him as Ruthers, the head of the palace staff. The man had held the position for many years and was reputed to be extremely thorough.

      “Pardon me, Your Excellency. Dinner is ready,” Ruthers said with a bow of his head.

      “Very well,” Charcoan replied, rising to his feet and redirecting his attention to Parsec. “Shall we move to the table?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      Parsec stood and crossed the room, the two wizards settling at one end of the long table with Charcoan at the head. Four servers poured into the room, each moving with practiced efficiency as they set the table, filled cups with wine, and delivered plates with generous cuts of steak and steaming vegetables.

      In moments, the servers fled the room and all fell quiet.

      “Very good, Ruthers,” Charcoan said. “You are dismissed.”

      Ruthers backed to the door and bowed. “Ring the bell if you need anything further, Your Highness.”

      The man departed, leaving the two wizards alone. With a fork in one hand and a serrated knife in the other, Parsec cut into his steak. He brought the first bite to his mouth and glanced toward Charcoan. The man’s face was twisted in a grimace as he fumbled with his fork, his misshapen hands struggling to properly grip it. The process went on for over a minute before the man was able to attempt his first cut. The fork slipped, fell into his lap, and hit the floor.

      Charcoan slammed his fist against the table. “Damn Eldalain!” He lifted his hands and scowled at them in frustration.

      This is the man who would rule Fastella?

      Parsec knew Charcoan’s power. Other than a wizard lord, and possibly Eldalain, the man was the strongest magic user he had ever encountered. However, the battle with the prince had left scars, and Parsec began to believe those scars ran far deeper than what had happened to the man’s hands.
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        * * *

      

      Parsec reflected on the uncomfortable meal with Charcoan as he followed Ruthers down the corridor and to the stairwell. He suspected Charcoan had invited him to dinner as a form a goodwill, hoping to reconnect after two decades. Parsec’s influence over the guild made him valuable to Charcoan, and both men knew it. However, even while attending the University in Tiadd together, he and Charcoan hadn’t been close. More often, they had been rivals, but that was the way of it at the University. It always felt as if Parsec was competing with the other students, at least those with ambition. Such was a wizard’s life.

      While descending the stairs, Ruthers paused and turned to Parsec. “Pardon me, sir. I was wondering about your relationship with the High Wizard.”

      Parsec shrugged. “We attended University together many years ago. In truth, we are acquaintances at best.”

      Ruthers nodded and continued to the next landing before again pausing with a sigh. “Fastella has been my home for forty years, a city I have grown to love. Much has changed over the past few weeks, the Killarius line ending with Eldalain’s death.” The man frowned. “The purple flame in the tower shifting to blue.” Tilting his head, his gaze met Parsec’s. “Did you know they wish us to now pray to Farrow? I am a man of Gheald, born and bred.” He shook his head. “Why would I pray to a foreign god?”

      “Yes,” Parsec agreed. “It is wrong, but what can we do? Charcoan has plead fealty to Farrowen.”

      “Precisely.”

      The man turned and resumed his descent. Parsec hesitated for a moment before following. Why is he telling me these things? Is it a test for my reaction? Did Charcoan put him up to it, or is it something else?

      They reached the main floor and headed down a corridor, stopping just inside the door leading to the courtyard. Ruthers turned toward Parsec. They were alone, the corridor dimly lit by an enchanted lantern near the foot of the stairs.

      In a quiet voice, Ruthers asked, “If you had the ability, would you see Fastella regain our independence? Would you see the tower flame return to purple?”

      This is it, Parsec thought. He wishes me to commit. Is he working for or against Charcoan? An internal struggle ensued, Parsec weighing his choices and the repercussions should he make the wrong one. Ambition won out over caution.

      “I would see Fastella, and all of Ghealdor, remain loyal to Gheald.”

      Ruthers gave a slight nod. “Prince Eldalain’s ability with magic was feared by others, his power outstripping that of anyone, other than his father. I once overheard a conversation between Eldalain and his older brother. At the time, Trandain was the second most powerful wizard in Ghealdor. He also wore a ring, an oval of black onyx mounted in gold. Since Trandain’s death, Eldalain had worn that same ring. I never saw him without it.”

      Parsec’s brow furrowed. “He must have loved his brother very much.”

      Ruthers shook his head. “I do not believe that was the case. Few know the truth, but both of Eldalain’s older brothers were found slain in Trandain’s chamber, their heads bashed in from behind. No intruder was ever found. Eldalain was just a teen at the time.”

      Blinking at the revelation, Parsec realized the implication. Eldalain killed his own brothers.

      Ruthers continued. “If the ring held such value to Eldalain, it might be an item of greater worth than others believe.”

      The man pushed the door open to the moonlit courtyard. Parsec followed, his mind turning the information over as he walked toward his carriage and climbed in. Lang sat across from him. The door closed and the carriage lurched into motion, but Parsec’s mind was elsewhere.

      He had a job for a thief.
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      Rindle was sore, his muscles beginning to bind. The compartment was cramped, dark, and forced him to bend his body with his knees against his chest. He had been a thief half his life. As a result, having to endure discomfort while stuck in tight spaces was nothing new. Still, he fought the urge to push against the seat above him and escape from his little box.

      Just a few more minutes, he told himself.

      Van Parsec’s voice came from the darkness. “We are entering the palace grounds,” the wizard said. “Remain still.”

      Rindle knew better than to reply.

      The carriage slowed to a stop. Parsec and his bodyguard climbed out, jostling the carriage. A muffled exchange came from outside, the sound fading. The carriage jostled again, followed by a knock, three raps of Lang’s knuckles, carrying through the carriage frame.

      Rindle lifted the seat and peered through the crack. The interior was empty, nobody in sight. Outside, the sky was dark.

      Moving with care, he climbed from the narrow compartment and replaced the seat. He drew the curtain aside and spotted two guards outside a palace entrance illuminated by an enchanted lantern. Through the opposite curtain, hedges grew beside the courtyard where the carriage was parked, the light from the other side casting a long shadow. Beyond the hedges, trees lurked in the darkness.

      Easing the door open, Rindle climbed out and huddled in the shadows. While in a crouch, he scurried to the hedges and ducked through a gap. There, in the darkness, he gathered himself.

      According to the information Parsec had given him, the courtyard was on the eastern side of the palace. The Killarius family mausoleum was to the southwest, outside the temple, adjacent to the pens where palace dogs were housed. Choosing to avoid risking the kennels, he and Parsec had agreed to enter through the opposite gate. From there, the only routes to the mausoleum were through the palace or around the exterior grounds. Rindle chose the latter route.

      He moved silently through the garden and found a paved path, the pale, stone walkway visible in the darkness. Creeping silently, he followed the path to an outdoor theater, the reputed sight of Taladain’s murder. Stifling the urge to investigate, he focused on his task and continued. A small wall required him to climb a tree, ease along a branch, and drop down on the other side, where an orange grove, rows and rows of shadowy trees, greeted him. With haste, he scurried between the trees and past another courtyard with a fountain, the quiet evening broken by the sound of running water until it faded behind him.

      Finally, he reached the north end of the palace and stopped just inside a row of hedges.

      The north gate was closed, the paved path from it to the stables empty save for a cluster of guards stationed at the gate. Unfortunately, the moon shone brightly. Rindle doubted he could cross to the hedge on the opposite side without drawing their attention. An exchange occurred between the guards’, muffled voices followed by laughter. Two guards broke off from the group and strolled down the path, toward the stables, the men passing within two strides of where Rindle crouched.

      Parsec said he would do his best to give me time. However, the man would promise no more than an hour. I cannot wait for an opening. I must create one.

      Rindle backed away from the shrubs until he reached the first row of orange trees. It only took a moment to find an orange that had fallen to the ground. He hefted it, the fruit filling his palm. It was soft and smelled bad. He grimaced. Rotten. His gloves would stink, but it was too late now. It will work well enough.

      He scurried back to the hedges and waited for the patrolling guards to return to the gate. As they walked away from the stables, he crept toward them. Stopping at the end of the hedge, he cocked his arm back, took aim, and threw the orange as hard as he could. It flew through the upper portion of an orange tree, rustling the leaves before it struck branches and fell to the ground with a thud.

      “Someone is in the garden!” a guard exclaimed.

      Another man said, “Irvin, Jonas, you guard the gate. Everyone else with me.”

      All but two of the guards rushed into the garden, spreading out in a search. The two men left to guard the gate stood beside the hedge and watched. This is my chance. Rindle darted across the driveway and slipped into the hedges on the far side. There, he held his breath and listened. When he heard nothing from the men at the gate, he knew he was safe and continued.

      He soon came to a courtyard, empty and quiet save for a nightingale serenading the moon. Rindle pushed his way through thick trees and came to another wall, this one fifteen feet high and covered in ivy. Gripping handfuls while attempting to avoid the worst of the thorns, he pulled himself up, hand over hand, until he reached the top. He peered over the other side.

      Rows of stone mausoleums filled a paved plaza, each structure pale and ghostly in the moonlight. A single shade tree stood in the heart of the cemetery. All was quiet, nobody in sight. For a full minute, Rindle watched the shadow-filled spaces between the buildings. He told himself it was to ensure no guards patrolled the area. The true cause of his hesitancy continued to bubble up, giving him chills and leaving him wishing he could turn and run to the nearest tavern. Ghosts are not real.

      Steeling himself, he climbed over the wall and crawled down the ivy on the other side. With his final handhold, when his feet were just a few feet off the ground, a thorn pierced his glove, stabbing deep into his finger. He jerked his hand back and fell to the ground with a grunt. The injured finger went to his mouth, filling it with the metallic taste of blood, the musk of leather, and something else. He spat, trying to clear his mouth of the sour remains of the rotten orange.

      I hate thorns, he thought, trying to shake away the pain.

      An owl hooted in the night. He spun around, eyes peering down a narrow, shadow-filled alley between two rows of crypts. A flicker of movement sent his heart racing…until he realized it was a shadow cast by the branches of the lonely tree rustling in the breeze.

      He closed his eyes. There is no such thing as ghosts. He repeated it twice more, hoping to talk his fears back from the edge before he opened his eyes and advanced.

      Each footstep crunched softly as he crept down the path, focused on the doors of every building he passed. Above the first door, he saw ancient script, a text he could not read. The door itself was dark wood etched with ornate carvings, including the crest of a dog. A stone plaque hung on the wall beside the door, inscribed with Olaphanti in large letters. Below the heading was a list of eleven names and dates, ranging from the year 868 to 1014.

      He moved along, examining the dates marking each building. He reached an intersection and turned, only to discover older buildings in the next row. Reversing direction, he ventured deeper into the graveyard, the dates growing later and later until he reached the final row.

      A building, so pale it may have been white, stood alone to one side just strides from the tall wall encircling the palace. The crypt was the largest he had seen, twenty strides long and five strides deep. An elaborate mural graced the wall, lit brightly by moonlight. Rindle stopped and examined it.

      Upon a hilltop stood a wizard, his robes flowing in the breeze. The man’s arms were outstretched, bolts of lightning arcing from his fingertips. Below the man was an army, the lightning blasting through the ranks, apparently felling every enemy soldier.

      To see better, he moved closer to the door and read the stone plaque beside it. A sigh of relief slipped out when he saw the name Killarius at the top. Below it was a list of over thirty names with dates beside each, Taladain and Eldalain among them.

      I found it.

      Rindle gripped the knob and tested the door. Locked. Reaching into his coat, he withdrew his picks, knelt, and began to work the rusty lock. He had picked many locks in his life. This one should be no challenge.

      As he tripped the first tumbler, a memory flashed in his mind, one he hadn’t recalled for years. Jerrell teaching a much younger version of himself how to pick a lock. A dozen years had passed since those days, a time when he and Jerrell were close. Rindle corrected himself. Jerrell never cared about me. He only cares for himself. It was the harshest lesson he had learned from Landish.

      When the third tumbler clicked into place, he slid the tip of his knife into the lock and turned. The rusty lock resisted, so he turned harder. It rotated slightly. He jiggled it and applied more pressure. It suddenly turned, his blade snapping. He fell back off the step and landed hard on his backside as the door creaked open. A flash lit the night, bright and blue as electricity crackled, arcing from the knob to the doorframe. It lasted for a dozen beats of Rindle’s racing heart before stopping.

      He blinked at the spots before his eyes, stunned. His gaze shifted to the dagger, lying just a few feet away, the tip broken off. If the dagger hadn’t broken…A chill wracked his spine as he realized how close he had come to death. The door had been armed with an enchantment, likely to stop grave robbers like himself.

      He rose to his feet and stared at the open doorway, the gap of no more than six inches. Reluctant to touch the door, he went in search of something to push it open. A fallen branch, less than three feet long and an inch thick, lay near the lone tree. He fetched it and returned to the crypt, using the branch to push the door open, then discarding it. He pulled an enchanted disk from his coat and held it up, the pale light bleeding into the dark interior as he slowly stepped through the doorway.

      Shelves lined the walls, each seven feet long, each occupied by a coffin. The shelves ran from floor to ceiling, two in each column. He walked down the corridor and eyed the shelves warily, noting the names below each. He recognized some. Reladain, Nordain, Trandain. Others, he did not know. At the end of the room was a single opening, housing a black coffin gilded with gold. The sign below it read Here lies Lord Taladain Killarius, the 13th Wizard Lord of Ghealdor, 1760 – 2026.

      Rindle’s gaze locked on the coffin, and he felt a longing. How much is that worth? What items might I find inside?

      The memory of the trap at the crypt door doused his curiosity. He shook his head. Focus, Rindle.

      He turned and headed the other direction, past the open door, reading each plaque until he reached the end. There, he found Eldalain.

      The coffin, dark wood with brass corners, was simple in design compared to Taladain’s. He gripped his broken dagger, found a crack between the lid and the base, and began to pry on it. Since the blade was already beyond repair, he strained hard, not caring if further damage occurred. When it opened a bit, he found another spot and pried again. Having enough room for his fingers, he sheathed the knife, gripped the coffin lid, and lifted, the nails squeaking in resistance until they finally gave.

      A stench arose, forcing Rindle backward as he coughed and gagged. After a bit, he composed himself and pulled his tunic up over his nose. He lifted the glowing disk and moved closer to peer inside.

      Eldalain lay there, his face withered, gaunt, and gray. The man’s hands were clasped together on his chest, the ring on his right hand beckoning. Rindle grit his teeth and reached for it. The ring turned, but would not come past the knuckle. The corpse cracked and hissed when a lesion formed on the wrist and another on the finger. Rindle’s stomach recoiled. I just want to get out of here. With his dagger, he began cutting the finger, severing it at the knuckle. He then grabbed the finger and pulled the ring free. Tossing the severed digit aside, he turned and headed toward the door.

      Once in the moonlight, he pocketed his light disk and lifted his prize. The band was gold with an odd design etched into it. The stone mounted to the ring was onyx, black as night. Peering inside the band, he spotted the squiggly script of an enchantment.

      This is definitely the ring.

      Eager to be far away, he pocketed it and headed toward the ivy-covered wall.
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      Brogan’s eyes were slits against the blowing rain, the water running down his face. It was nearly as dark as night, although sunset was hours away. The ship rocked, spray coming over the rails as he stumbled. Lightning flashed across the sky, the crash of thunder following soon afterward. He opened the stairwell hatch and descended, hurriedly closing it behind him, plunging the corridor into darkness.

      His hands pressed against the wall, he swayed through the gloom, feeling the first doorway and passing it, not stopping until he reached the second door. He opened it to the pale blue light of an enchanted lantern and stepped inside.

      “You’re soaked,” Jace noted from one of the two chairs at their small table.

      Brogan unhooked his cloak and pulled it off his shoulders, hanging it from a hook. Water dripped from it at a steady rate, pooling on the cabin floor. “It’s a mess out there. The wind is too strong, the sails are down, and the crew is manning the oars.”

      Jace glanced toward Rawk and Algoron, the two dwarfs both lying awake on bottom bunks. “These two were afraid to leave the cabin before the storm. We’ll never get them out of here now.”

      Sitting with a sigh, Brogan ran his hand over his shorn hair, sweeping away beads of water. “Captain Helgrued says we are near Rykestan. He has shifted course toward a sheltered bay on the north side of the island. We are to moor there for the night and wait out the storm.”

      “What does that do to our schedule?”

      Brogan shrugged. “It’ll add a day, I suppose.”

      “Ugh,” Jace moaned. “Three more days of being stuck in this tiny cabin? It’s as if I have been sentenced to a dungeon cell. Smells like one, too.”

      “Stop your whining,” Brogan growled, clenching his fist on the table. “I don’t like it any more than you do.”

      Jace narrowed his eyes. “You are quick to threaten with violence. Is that the only way you expect others to respect you?”

      “Stuff it, or I’ll show you violence first-hand.”

      “See?” Jace shook his head. “You are easily angered and seem to want to use your fists to solve problems rather than your head or tongue. I don’t recall you being this bad before you left Fastella.”

      Anger stirred, and Brogan realized he was reacting just as Jace described, which irritated him even more. Rather than making things worse, he stood and turned to the door. “I am going next door to inform the ladies of what is happening.”

      “Tell Narine…” Jace frowned before continuing. “Tell her I am thinking about her.”

      Brogan snorted and considered making fun of the thief. Thoughts of Blythe invaded, and he decided it was best to leave it be. He stepped out into the corridor, pulled the door closed, and reached for the doorway across from their own. Knocking, he waited.

      “Come in.”

      He recognized Blythe’s voice, a smile forming on his face as he opened the door and stepped inside.

      The cabin was a mirror image of their own. Two bunks to each side, a small table and two chairs between them. Rhoa and Blythe sat at the table, while Narine lay in a lower bunk, Adyn in the one above her. Sprawled out on the floor, Phantom lay on his side, the dog’s eyes on Brogan, wagging tail thudding against the floor.

      “How is everyone?” Brogan asked.

      “Surviving,” Blythe said.

      “Better than the alternative, I suppose.”

      The ship tilted, and Brogan gripped the doorknob. When it heeled the opposite way, Narine groaned. Moments later, she scrambled for a bucket and began to retch.

      “Well, some of us are surviving,” Adyn said, looking down at Narine from the upper bunk.

      “Other than sitting around watching Narine get sick, what have you been up to?”

      “We have been talking about you men.” Adyn smiled. “It has been quite…interesting.”

      He glanced at Blythe, her green eyes sparkling as she smirked.

      Brogan shook his head. “I don’t think I want to know.”

      Rhoa chuckled. “Good choice.”

      “Yes, well…” He kneaded his hands together, uncomfortable by the direction of the conversation. “I just spoke with the captain. He has altered course, and we should be in a protected bay within the hour. Things will settle once we get there.”

      “Thank the gods,” Narine moaned, appearing weary as she sat back on her bunk. “With my nausea, I couldn’t sleep last night. By morning, my stomach had finally settled, so I ate lunch. Then this storm hit, and it started all over again.”

      “I hope you feel better soon, Narine.” He paused at the door. “Jace wanted you to know he is thinking about you.”

      Adyn snorted. Blythe chuckled. Rhoa simply arched a brow.

      With a weak smile, Narine replied, “Thank you, Brogan.”

      He hurried back into the corridor to avoid further discussion. Pausing in the dark, things he wished he could say to Blythe ran through his mind, a common occurrence. He still didn’t understand why she had followed him this far, but he couldn’t bring himself to say anything that might chase her away. Why are you so selfish, Brogan? His inability to keep her out of danger was just another of his failures.

      With a sigh, he moved down the corridor and knocked on the door to the room Salvon shared with Xionne and Hadnoddon.
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        * * *

      

      Narine climbed the stairs, the door at the top standing open, the sky above pale blue. She stepped onto the deck and wrapped her cloak about herself, the wind tossing her golden hair about. Her gaze swept the horizon, following a thin strip of land that extended many miles to the north and south.

      When she turned, her gaze settled on Jace standing at the rail, speaking with Brogan. The two men made an interesting pair. Jace short and fit, Brogan a towering mountain. The thief’s head barely reached the warrior’s shoulder, and he likely carried half the weight. Narine didn’t care. The sight of him gave her a warm feeling inside.

      Walking toward them, Narine glanced up at the sails, full and stretched tight, the ship tilted from the force of the wind. A sailor clinging to the main mast rigging pointed toward the strip of land and called down to the captain. Although she couldn’t hear what the man said, she felt a sense of relief. The end of their voyage was approaching, the sturdy comfort of land not far away.

      For someone who becomes sick on the sea, I seem to spend a lot of time on ships.

      As she neared the rail, she was able to hear Jace’s voice over the rush of the surf.

      “…the wagon driver and guards passed through the gate, watching for bandits, completely unaware that the silver beneath the tarp had been replaced by worthless rocks.”

      Brogan chuckled and patted Jace on the shoulder. “I bet they were surprised when they arrived in Marquithe.”

      “Yeah. I wish I could have seen their faces.” Jace shook his head, grinning. “Honestly, the reaction I get from those I have bamboozled often holds more value than whatever it is I have stolen.”

      With a grin across his face, Brogan nodded. “I can imagine the satisfaction you might feel from something like that.” Noticing Narine, he gave her a nod. “Greetings, princess. I pray you are feeling well today.”

      Narine nodded to Brogan, but her eyes were on Jace as he turned toward her. “Quite well, thank you. I made it through an entire day, a night, and thus far today without a bout of nausea. It’s a pleasant change to have eaten a meal without my stomach sending it back.”

      “I’m glad you feel better,” Jace said.

      “As am I. Were you telling Brogan of your silver heist in Souton?”

      He smiled. “I am flattered you remember the story. I only told it once and was unsure of how well you were listening.”

      “It was just you, me, and Adyn in a carriage for two full days. There was little to distract me from listening.” She smiled back at him. “Besides, I enjoy your stories, despite your depraved nature.”

      Brogan laughed and punched Jace in the shoulder. “Ha! She knows you too well.”

      Jace rubbed his shoulder and looked at Narine. “Yet she hasn’t run away.”

      She arched a brow. “Perhaps I am waiting for the chance.”

      He took her hand, his palm warm compared to her cold fingers. “If you did run, I would find you. I have some skill in that area.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      She turned and gazed across the deck.

      Rhoa and Blythe stood near the stern, the two women having a quiet discussion. Four of the soldiers in their escort clustered on the quarterdeck. Seeing them made Narine think of Adyn, who currently rested in her bunk after a morning sparring with one of the Gleam Guard soldiers. She had not seen their other companions for days.

      “Where are Rawk and Algoron? What of Salvon?”

      Jace snorted. “You won’t see Rawk or Algoron on deck until we dock. They have barely left the cabin. Something about all the open water has them shaking in their boots.”

      “And Salvon is likely with Xionne and Hadnoddon.” Brogan scratched at the stubble on his cheeks, his goatee now turning into a full beard. “I have seen the old man a few times, but the seer and her bodyguard have been elusive. I only see them when I stop by their room to give updates on our voyage.”

      Even with her cloak wrapped about her, Narine was cold, the biting wind finding all sorts of cracks to sneak through. She hugged herself tightly and asked Brogan, “How long until we reach land?”

      “The captain says we should dock at Growler’s Rock mid-day.”

      Narine turned and gazed eastward, toward the dark strip of land on the horizon. In the sky, the sun was adjacent to the moon, the edge of the two heavenly bodies overlapping slightly. The Darkening would come to Illustan soon. The thought left her wondering who would assume the mantle of wizard lord. Pallanese tradition had kept the throne in the Ueordlin family for five centuries, but with Raskor dead and no male member of the immediate family remaining, the door was open for another wizard to claim the title. She hoped whoever rose to the throne would rule with a fair hand, as did Lord Raskor.
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        * * *

      

      Led by Targan and two of his soldiers, Rhoa and her companions rode at an easy walk, the other three warriors in their escort trailing behind. At Blythe’s command, Phantom shadowed them at a distance. Surrounded by dark rocks and patches of yellowed, dormant grass, the horses trudged uphill at a deliberate pace, turning as they reached another switchback.

      The wind was brutal, bursts of biting air buffeting them during the ascent. Rhoa was thankful for the furs that had been given to her party, everyone bundled with heads covered, hands mitted, and fur coats beneath their winter cloaks.

      A thousand feet below, the village of Growler’s Rock hugged the shore of a secluded bay. Twenty-some buildings were visible, trails of black smoke rising from chimneys upon the peaked rooftops. Upon reaching the village, Rhoa had been disappointed to learn they would not be spending the night. With Xionne insisting the party forge ahead, Rhoa’s hopes for a soft bed and shelter from the weather were dashed.

      A series of docks, most no more than a hundred feet in length, lined the shoreline, used to moor local fishing boats. At the south end, a much longer dock jutted out into the bay. Still docked there, Sea Lord appeared far smaller than it was in reality, the distance making the sailors on deck appear like ants scurrying about. From the activity on the ship, it was clear Captain Helgrued prepared to depart.

      There is no going back now. As the thought crossed her mind, the trail began to level and her horse crested the high bluff.

      The view opened, and she realized their climb was anything but finished. Rather than switchbacks running along a steep hillside, the path straightened to a gradual slope stretching into the distance, the land covered by long, dead grass and outcroppings of black rock. She squinted, focusing on a dark strip at the horizon. Far off to the south, many miles away, the strip turned white, and she wondered if it might be snow.

      With nothing to impede it, the south wind blew even harder, carrying a chill unlike anything Rhoa had ever experienced. It made her want to wrap her cloak around her face as a shield. Inside her mitts, she clenched her fingers into a fist to keep them warm.

      The soldiers in the lead stopped and waited as the others caught up, the party of fifteen riders and three pack horses clustering together.

      Xionne spoke with a firm voice. “Three or four hours of daylight remain, and the forest is twenty miles away. If we press on, we can reach the forest’s edge. There, we will have the trees to block the wind while we camp for the night.”

      Four hours, Rhoa thought. Thank the gods we were able to get a hot meal in Growler’s Rock.

      Jace shifted in the saddle. “If you are set on riding, let’s ride.”

      Rather than reply, Xionne and Hadnoddon both turned their horses and rode east at a trot. The others kicked their mounts into motion and followed the narrow, uphill trail. Phantom ran parallel to Blythe’s horse, the dog remaining twenty feet from the trail and running through the grass. Rhoa sighed and urged her horse into motion, wondering if she had made the right decision when she agreed to Xionne’s expedition.

      Time ticked by slowly, the rhythm of the horses and monotonous terrain lulling Rhoa into a daze. More than once, she nodded off, only to be startled awake, gripping the reins with one hand, the saddle horn with the other. Rocks and dead grass slipped past, the land unchanging, other than the line of darkness ahead, which grew larger as they drew closer. Twice, they stopped for short breaks to rest the horses and stretch their legs, each respite passing far more rapidly than she wished. The cloud-covered sky grew darker until the gloom of dusk surrounded them. Through that murk, she watched the forest edge draw closer, until it eventually stood right before them.

      Xionne slowed her horse to a stop a few hundred feet from the woods, the wall of trees curving westward less than a half-mile south of their position, blocking much of the wind. “We will make camp here and resume in the morning.”

      The guards climbed off their horses and began unstrapping the rolled tents from the pack horses. Without comment or question, they obeyed Xionne’s orders, as everyone else had for the entire trip. Everyone except for Jace.

      The thief moved his horse beside Brogan’s as the big warrior climbed off. “Why is she in charge? Why should we place our well-being into the hands of this little girl?”

      Brogan grunted. “Don’t upset her. It won’t turn out well for you. Besides, she has yet to make a poor decision. As I recall, there was a time you were near her age and thought you knew everything. I allowed you to make a few mistakes, so long as it didn’t hurt me or anyone else. I see no reason to do anything different here.” Brogan grinned as Jace grimaced. “I set your arrogant little arse straight on that trip. If I must, I’ll do the same with her.”

      The big man turned and led his horse to a grassy area near the forest edge where two soldiers used fallen trees to build a makeshift hitching rail.

      Rhoa climbed off her horse and led it past Jace, stopping briefly. “I understand your reluctance to trust Xionne. There is something about her – something off. However, Salvon, Brogan, and Ariella seem to place great faith in her, so I figure I’ll give her a chance until she gives me a reason to do otherwise.”

      Jace narrowed his eyes and nodded. “Fair enough, but I am sleeping with one eye open.”

      Rhoa snorted. “Good luck with that.” She led her horse off to join the others.
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      Despite the bedroll beneath her and the tent above, Rhoa was cold and unable to sleep. The blowing wind rustling the tent and whistling through the trees didn’t help, nor did Brogan’s snoring from the tent beside her own.

      The sleeping arrangements remained as they were on the ship – Rhoa clustered in the small tent with Narine, Adyn, Blythe, and Phantom. She wondered if any of the women were awake but didn’t want to ask and disturb anyone.

      From time to time, she heard the crunching of footsteps pass by the tent – soldiers patrolling the camp. She wondered if they circled to remain warm or if it were routine. Perhaps both.

      An inhuman shriek, high-pitched and terrifying, echoed in the night. Rhoa’s breath caught in her throat, her eyes widening.

      From across the dark tent, Blythe asked, “Did you hear that?”

      “I have heard that sound before,” Narine said in a shaky voice. “It’s a wyvern.”

      A chill ran down Rhoa’s spine. Another wail arose, this time closer. The horses outside began to whinny and stomp about. Phantom growled, the deep rumble causing the hair on Rhoa’s arms to stand on end.

      “We are under attack!” a guard shouted in the distance. “To arms!”

      Her heart racing, Rhoa threw the blanket off and scrambled for her fulgur blades. It took a moment of feeling about blindly before she gripped one familiar hilt, then the other. She tore them from the sheaths and held them ready. Adyn’s silhouette rushed the tent flap, pulling it aside with one hand while gripping her sword with the other.

      “Remember, they are attracted to motion,” Rhoa whispered. “Move slowly.”

      The sounds of blades being drawn and armor clanking came from outside. Men shouted, one screaming as conflict ensued.

      “Too late,” Adyn growled and burst from the tent.

      Rhoa darted outside, trailed by Phantom and Blythe, the archer holding her bow in one hand, quiver in the other.

      It was dark, the moon partially obscured by clouds. Shouts and the frightened whinnies of their horses came from beyond the other tents.

      “Light!” Rhoa said urgently. “We need light. These things hate light.”

      Narine emerged from the tent, holding one hand before her and the other above as she called upon her magic. A globe of bright, white light flared above her, illuminating the camp. All four women stood stunned, staring at the scene before them.

      Three wyverns stood beyond the tents, each dragon-like beast far larger than a horse. Their muscular bodies were covered in gray scales, a line of crests running from their head to a long, sinuous tail. Gruesome, black talons graced the end of their massive, webbed wings. The nearest one blasted a defiant shriek, its gaping mouth filled with jagged teeth. Lying on the ground in front of the beast were the two men who had been on watch, both covered in blood, one missing an arm.

      The other four soldiers advanced in an arc, swords and shields ready. The men were partially armored, their upper bodies protected by helmets and bracers. One soldier swung a sword at the beast. It pulled back with amazing speed, the blade missing it by inches. Just as quickly, the monster lunged, its massive jaws clamping onto the man’s arm and jerking him off his feet. When the soldier fell to the ground, the wyvern stomped on him, its clawed feet digging through his tunic and deep into his flesh as he screamed.

      Jace, Brogan, Rawk, and Algoron all burst from their tent and ran past. Rhoa, Adyn, and Blythe hurried to follow as Narine brought up the rear, holding the bright light above her head.

      Blythe gripped a handful of arrows, then dropped her quiver and began loosing at the monster. The first arrow careened off its chest, the second doing the same. She altered her aim and waited. As it opened its mouth to scream, she loosed another. The wyvern’s head snapped back with a jerk as an arrow buried inside its mouth. Even so, the monster slammed its jaw shut, the spiked teeth breaking the arrow in half.

      Rhoa gripped her fulgur blades and wondered what she should do.
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        * * *

      

      Gripping Augur, the night was easy for Brogan to navigate, even far beyond Narine’s magical light. He and the remaining soldiers spread out and advanced slowly as the wyverns shied backward and squinted at the bright glow. He dared not look at the light himself, especially with the enhanced vision provided by Augur’s enchantment.

      Suddenly, one of the wyverns lifted from the ground, its massive wings flapping as it turned and flew, remaining low. Realizing the wyvern was headed toward their horses, Brogan burst into a run, chasing after the beast.

      Age and extra weight caught up to him, slowing him severely from the days of his youth. He could do nothing but watch the wyvern attack their mounts while he closed the distance.

      The wyvern struck one of the chestnut pack horses, gripping the squealing animal in its talons and flapping its wings in an attempt to lift the horse off the ground. But the steed was still secured to the same log as the other horses, every one of which struggled to pull in the opposite direction.

      Dropping the horse to the ground, the monster landed, its big, powerful jaws clamping onto the hindquarters of a white stallion. With a savage shake of its head, the wyvern tossed the horse aside in a spray of blood.

      Brogan lifted his sword overhead as he closed the gap. The downward motion of his falchion was like an axe cleaving into a log, the blade hacking deep into the monster’s sinuous tail. The wyvern screamed and spun with startling speed, a long, clawed wing backhanding Brogan, sending him sprawling to the ground.

      The monster charged toward him, its maw open wide, sharp teeth the size of knives. It jerked to a stop and squealed when an arrow buried into its mouth. Another followed, bouncing of the beast’s head, a third striking it in the eye.

      A flash of gray flew past Brogan as Phantom leapt for the wyvern’s bloody tail, clamping its teeth onto it. The monster roared and spun, sending Phantom tumbling across the grass.

      “No!” Blythe screamed.

      Brogan rose to his feet and rushed to attack. Time seemed to slow, horror rising in his gut as the wyvern stomped toward Phantom. The dog struggled to get up. Brogan ran as fast as he could. Neither would happen in time. The monster clamped down on Phantom’s back. The wyvern lifted the dog off the ground and shook its head viciously, the animal releasing a heart-wrenching howl.

      When Brogan’s sword fell, it struck the deep wound he had already rendered, severing the tail completely. A terrifying shriek came from the monster as it dropped the dog and turned toward Brogan, the beast’s wing striking him again, sending him spinning and slipping to the turf. The monster thrashed and lunged. Still on his back, unable to escape, Brogan thrust his sword up, locking his elbows. The monster’s chest struck the blade, the jarring impact forcing a cry of anguish from Brogan’s lungs, the shock consuming him as everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      Rhoa and Adyn circled slowly, keeping their distance from one of the wyverns as two soldiers kept its attention. The men advanced warily. One swung a sword, but the monster dodged and followed with a swipe of its clawed wing, sending the man spinning to the ground. The other soldier took the opening and thrust, his sword tearing a gap in the wing. The monster wailed and charged, striking the man and knocking him down.

      “Now,” Adyn said and rushed forward, holding her blade in both hands.

      Rhoa followed, each woman attacking from opposite sides of the monster. Adyn reached the beast first and sliced down at the tail. Her sword bit into it, but the cut was shallow. The wyvern spun, the tail like a whip, flashing toward Rhoa. Instinctively, she flipped over it and landed on her feet. Adyn dodged a clawed wing, rolled past the monster, and came to her feet before it. She swung again, her sword dragging across the wyvern’s chest and leaving a shallow trail of blood. The beast turned, the long tail coming at Rhoa. Rather than jump over it, she leapt onto it, her boot launching her off a hard crest as she lifted her fulgur blades high. She landed on the monster’s back, thrusting both blades into it. Blue sparks sizzled as the blades sank to the hilts. With a horrifying wail, the wyvern arched backward and extended its wings. It twisted from side to side, tossing Rhoa around like a rag doll, but she kept a firm grip on her blades, fearing for her life.

      Rawk and Algoron appeared at either side of the wyvern, both Makers holding massive, black hammers made of stone. Algoron swung, striking the end of the creature’s clawed wing. It screamed and turned toward him as he scurried away. From the opposite side, Rawk attacked with a blow that crushed part of the creature’s other wing. The wyvern spun as Rawk readied himself for another blow. The hammer smashed into the side of the wyvern’s head, the rock shattering. The monster wobbled and fell to the ground, knocking Rhoa off. She rolled away and scrambled up in the long, dead grass just as Adyn plunged her sword through the wyvern’s eye socket.
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        * * *

      

      Three of them, Jace thought as he gripped a throwing knife in each hand. How can we fight three of these monsters?

      The soldiers were trying, but when the third man fell, lost his helmet, and one of the monsters bit his face off, things appeared bleak.

      Brogan chased another into the darkness, Blythe trailing him. Adyn and Rhoa ran in the other direction, attempting to get behind one. When Jace saw Narine standing alone, the bright globe of white light above her, he moved toward her with his blades ready.

      If we are going to die today, it will be while I am at her side.

      He stopped beside her, their gazes meeting for a moment before they looked back at the fight.

      With three dead soldiers lying just strides away, Targan faced the nearest wyvern. The man was skilled, fast and fluid. He had carved dozens of shallow cuts into the monster’s neck, chest, and wing, but the beast seemed unaffected. It lunged, jaws snapping, but Targan dove and rolled, coming up a few strides away from Jace as he sliced at the monster’s wing. When the wyvern turned toward them, the monster squinted at the light, but it didn’t run away.

      “Narine,” Jace said, “If you douse the light, how quickly can you recreate it?”

      “It only takes a couple seconds.”

      “Do it when I say now.”

      “What?”

      He eyed the advancing monster, its eyes narrowed in the light. “Now!”

      All went dark as he cocked his arms back and threw. The moment he released, he said, “Bring it back!”

      A frightening scream echoed in the darkness. He felt the tingle of magic near him, the hair on his arms standing on end. The light returned.

      The monster thrashed its head from side to side, Jace’s blades buried deep in one eye. The surviving soldier darted toward the monster’s blind side, ducking as he ran in and driving his sword into the armpit of the wing. The wyvern reared back with a cry, stumbling away with the longsword still buried deep. Flapping its wings, the monster tried to take flight, but could not. Stumbling again, it fell to its side, trashed for a moment, then stilled.

      Jace surveyed his surroundings. Five of the soldiers were dead, but no wyvern remained standing. Rawk, Algoron, Rhoa, and Adyn stood near one beast, staring at it in exhaustion.

      Blythe emerged from the darkness at a run. “Help. It’s Brogan!”
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            Pyre and Ice

          

        

      

    

    
      Narrow beams of sunlight streamed through gaps in the trees along the forest’s edge. With each step, dead leaves and twigs cracked beneath Rawk’s feet. He bent and picked up a fallen branch, thick and three feet in length, adding it to the bundle in his arms. A chill struck him, like a shadow passing through his body. It was the third time he had experienced the sensation since stepping into the woods. Stopping, he stood still and gazed toward the heart of the forest. It was darker in there, the sunlight struggling to penetrate the canopy. Nothing moved, until he saw Algoron approaching from the side.

      “Do you sense something…odd?” Algoron asked.

      “It feels as if I am being watched.” Rawk stared warily into the shadows. He normally was drawn to darkness, but not this time. “Worse, whatever it is wants us to leave.”

      Algoron nodded, staring guardedly toward the darkness of the forest. “So you sense it, as well.”

      “I have all I can carry,” Rawk said. “Let’s return to camp.”

      Grunting in agreement, Algoron led Rawk toward the light beyond the trees. The two Makers stepped out of the woods and into the sunlit field at the same time as Jace, the thief exiting the forest a hundred paces to Rawk’s right. Leaving the trees gave Rawk a sense of relief, lasting only until he saw what lay ahead.

      The remains of the five dead warriors lay upon a bare area of black stone, the men arranged in a tight row. Beside them lay Phantom, body broken, the dog’s gray coat stained dark crimson. Logs from fallen trees Rawk, Algoron, Jace, and Targan had already collected lay beneath the corpses. Hadnoddon had used his battle axe to cut the trees into manageable pieces, each four strides long. The way the bodies were strewn across them appeared uncomfortable.

      Those men are with their god, Rawk thought. They feel nothing now.

      He was unsure which was worse – dealing with the remains of the dead soldiers or whatever waited in the disturbing forest.

      Jace reached the funeral pyre first and began laying branches and twigs around the dead soldiers. Rawk and Algoron did the same, filling in the gaps. Targan, Rhoa, and Adyn each approached with their own bundle, adding to the pyre. Rawk stepped back and turned from the grim scene, choosing to focus on something else.

      Blythe emerged from one of the tents and wrapped her cloak around her to fend off the wind. The tall, red-haired woman climbed the hillside, her mouth drawn in a thin line, eyes narrowed in the sunlight. Narine approached from the other tent, meeting Blythe a few strides from Rawk.

      “How is he?” Narine asked.

      “Awake and grumbling for food,” Blythe said. Her appearance was ragged, eyes red, dark circles beneath them, cheeks blotchy from an evening filled with tears. “I told him to rest, but he insists once he eats, he will be ready to ride.”

      “It is good that he is awake.” Narine glanced down and tugged at her ear. “I was able to fully heal his broken bones and internal injuries. Despite how bad it looked when we pulled him from beneath the dead wyvern, there should be no risk in allowing him to ride.”

      Blythe didn’t appear pleased, her lips pressed firmly together while staring at Narine.

      From another tent, Salvon emerged, followed by Xionne and Hadnoddon.

      The seer shouted, “We must leave soon. We have spent too much time here already.”

      Before anyone could reply, Salvon put his hand on her shoulder. He leaned close and whispered something into her ear. Xionne took a deep breath, nodded, and walked up the hill.

      The seer stopped before Targan and said, “When you have finished honoring your fallen brethren, we must depart.”

      Rawk frowned. What did Salvon say to her? Why would she listen to him? His musing was disturbed by another distraction. Like an itch that would not go away, he again felt a presence in the forest behind him, lingering, waiting.

      Targan, the lone surviving member of the Gleam Guard, stared down at his fallen comrades. “The funeral pyre is ready.” His tone lacked emotion, his expression stoic. He turned toward Narine, who stood nearby with her cloak wrapped tightly, her golden hair billowing in the breeze. “Will you ignite the fire, wizardess?”

      In a gentle tone, she asked, “Would you like to say a prayer to Pallan for these men?”

      The lieutenant shook his head. “These men are dead, and there was nothing I could do to save them. Besides, I am no priest. Pallan will welcome them or he won’t, regardless of anything I might say.”

      The princess turned toward Blythe. “What about you? Do you wish to say anything for Phantom?”

      The tall archer turned toward her beloved dog, a tear tracking down her cheek. She shook her head and turned away. “Just do it. I will go see to Brogan.”

      Blythe rushed off, her hands covering her face. Sensing her loss, Rawk was filled with sadness. The woman had only two companions in her life. One was now dead, and the other almost died. He suddenly realized the cost of caring. His gaze landed on Rhoa, her jaw set in determination as if the funeral itself were another battle to face. Rawk admired her bravery and unselfish nature, but the battle the prior evening had terrified him. Not for his own sake, but for his concern for Rhoa.

      I could not bear losing her, he thought.

      Narine drew close to the dead men and extended her hands, weaving them around each other slowly until flames burst forth and engulfed one end of the pyre. The magic lasted for a few breaths before she released it, her shoulders slumping in apparent exhaustion. By then, the fire had taken hold, the pyre blooming to life. With the wind at their backs, they all gazed into the fire, remembering the fallen.

      While staring into the flickering flames, the battle from the prior evening replayed in Rawk’s head – monsters attacking, men dying, Rhoa leaping into the fray. He had no choice but to try and save her, fashioning a hammer from stone, Algoron doing the same.

      He turned from the fire, his eyes seeking the nearest two wyverns, the corpses lying just strides apart. Even in death, the giant, scaled bodies were creepy. A chill ran down his spine.

      The seer spoke, breaking the silence, her tone subdued as she addressed Targan. “When will you be ready to depart?”

      The soldier replied without turning from the fire. “I would ask for another five minutes before we break camp.”

      “Very well.” She nodded and turned to walk back to her tent.

      “Wait,” Rawk blurted, unable to restrain himself. When Xionne turned toward him, he swallowed. “The trail leads into the forest. Is that where we must go?”

      “Yes, young Maker. Paehl Lanor lies deep within the Frost Forest.”

      “How long will it take to get there?”

      “Even on horseback, the going is slow, the journey lasting five full days.”

      The seer turned away, but Hadnoddon’s gaze lingered on Rawk. The black-haired dwarf gave a nod and turned to follow the seer.

      Rawk eyed the forest, trepidation building inside. Five days. He couldn’t explain why, but he dreaded the journey and wished they were headed anywhere else. The dread remained firmly entrenched as he and his silent companions listened to the crackling flames consume the fallen soldiers, their bodies blackening, withering, and turning to ash.
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        * * *

      

      Brogan was sore and tired, but refused to let it show. His horse trailed the one Xionne shared with Hadnoddon. Insisting she watch him, Blythe rode just behind Brogan, while their remaining companions followed. At the rear was Targan, the last surviving member of their escort.

      The events of the prior evening remained a blur. Wyverns in the darkness, men dying, swords slashing, the desperate thrust of his falchion as one of the beasts fell on him.

      He had woken in a tent the next morning, body aching, head pounding, stomach growling. The wizardess had healed him, Blythe claiming he would have surely died otherwise. After she described the extent of his injuries – over a dozen broken bones, internal bleeding, a collapsed lung, and swelling on his brain – he realized she was not exaggerating.

      It was nearing mid-afternoon, and they were deep in the Frost Forest. The wind had died down to nothing, as if the trees refused to allow such disturbances. Even so, it was cold, each exhale a swirl of steam. Despite the sun’s position overhead, their surroundings felt as gloomy as dusk. Unlike the gorgeous wooded mountains of Northern Pallanar, the forest floor was barren of undergrowth, instead covered with fallen leaves, pine needles, twigs, and branches. The lonely dirt trail they followed stood out as they continued uphill, past broken boulders, and deeper into the forest.

      Five hours after departing camp, their surroundings began to change. It was subtle at first – a bit of ice here, a layer of frost there, the crunch beneath the horses’ hooves growing increasingly more crisp. They then came to a stream and stopped, Xionne and Hadnoddon dismounting.

      “We must refill our water here,” the seer said. “It will be another day and a half before we encounter another water source.”

      Brogan climbed down, feeling a chill in the air. He peered up at the trees, the underside of the branches covered in ice. “Why is it so cold?”

      “This forest is unlike any other,” Xionne replied. Hadnoddon knelt beside the stream to refill three waterskins. “Can you not feel it?”

      Frowning, Brogan turned toward the others as they led their horses to the stream. Rawk’s face appeared haunted, as did Algoron’s. Narine seemed wary, Blythe and Adyn alert.

      Brogan shrugged. “This place is creepy, but that still doesn’t explain the chill. There is even ice on some of the trees.”

      Salvon stated, “The ice will only grow worse. When we reach the heart of the woods, everything will be frozen. When the sun shines upon those trees, it is beautiful, the layer of frost on the branches appearing like crystal. However, what Xionne refers to is not the temperature.”

      “It feels…,” Algoron started, appearing to search for words to describe it. “It feels as if the forest is alive…but dying.”

      “Worse,” Rawk replied. “It doesn’t want us here.”

      Xionne sighed. “The forest is not malevolent. It is sad.”

      Jace snorted. “What nonsense is this? How can a bunch of dead trees be sad? They are trees.”

      “Have you heard of the Cultivators?” Salvon asked.

      “Of course, but those were just stories.” The thief squatted and filled his two waterskins.

      “I see. Just like dragons and wyverns, right?”

      Grimacing up at Salvon, Jace said, “That’s different. Yes, I have heard the tales, the Cultivators being a race of people with some sort of plant magic.”

      “Yet you believe in Makers.”

      Jace stood and capped a skin, his gaze landing on Rawk. “How could I not?”

      “So you see my point.”

      Xionne interrupted. “This forest used to be quite different. Thriving, beautiful, and teeming with life, it was a Cultivator home a long, long time ago. You see, winter never came to the heart of the forest, nor did the heat of summer. Instead, it was always mild, often sunny, and rarely disturbed. Until the Upheaval. The world changed, a massive shift in the balance. When that occurred, the Cultivators disappeared.

      “Cultivator magic is bound to the forest, and the forest to the Cultivators. With the Cultivators absent, the forest fell into slumber…dormant, yet not dead. Even now, it dreams, longing for the return of its people.”

      Brogan’s brow furrowed. “That doesn’t explain the cold.”

      Salvon replied, “What you see here is akin to hibernation. The magic in the forest once controlled the weather, the season forever spring. Now that the forest sleeps, the fallen temperatures create an endless winter.” The old man gave a wistful smile. “At least until it awakens.”

      The conversation fell away, and an unsettling silence reclaimed the forest. The eyes of everyone seemed to constantly scan the surroundings. Now aware of the odd nature of the forest, a cloud of anxiety darkened Brogan’s thoughts. His hand went to his sword, gripping the hilt for reassurance.

      When his surroundings brightened, he gasped. Every tree glowed with a faint, milky white aura of magic. Transfixed, he spun around, feeling as if the trees were about to come to life. He yanked his hand from the hilt, and his vision returned to normal.

      When the noise from the drinking horses stopped, only the bubbling brook could be heard. Brogan suddenly realized the absence of other noises – no birds, no animals, not even the wind. Nothing dares to live here. Yet they were to sleep in the forest for the next four nights? The thought troubled him as he climbed back into his saddle.

      Following Xionne and Hadnoddon, Brogan and his companions guided their horses across the bubbling brook and continued east, deeper into the eerily frigid forest.
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      Parsec crossed the palace receiving hall, Lang at his side. The big bodyguard was unarmed, having to hand over his weapons at the door. But being weaponless didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous. The man hardly needed a weapon to intimidate others, the true reason Parsec always had him at his side, even today.

      The hall was busy with clerks, stewards, and guards milling about. An open set of double doors waited ahead, bracketed by four guards and a clerk dressed in black. Parsec approached the clerk, the short man holding a ledger and peering down at it through rectangular spectacles.

      “I will speak with Charcoan,” Parsec demanded.

      The clerk looked up at him and blinked. “Good afternoon, Master Wizard. The High Wizard is currently holding court.” He gazed over the ledger for a moment. “It appears there are five citizens ahead of you, I can slot you in–”

      Parsec pushed past the man and walked into the throne room. I have been waiting for this day for two decades. I will wait no longer.

      Sunlight through stained glass windows lit the massive room, the high, arched ceilings adding to the spacious impression of the large chamber. The benches at the rear were empty, the first eight rows occupied by more than two dozen people. Parsec walked down the center aisle, following the purple strip of carpet. Ahead, upon a dais, sat a solitary throne occupied by Charcoan, who leaned back as he listened to a pair of men argue before him.

      “…land has been in my family for near a century,” one man said. He wore a hat encircled by a wide brim, his shirt sweat-stained, trousers patched at the knees, boots worn.

      The man beside him retorted, “My family settled there three hundred years back. The land was just not being used on account of the creek dividing it. With the bridge in place, we can now–”

      Speaking over his shoulder, Parsec said to Lang, “Nobody interrupts us.” He then strode forward and bellowed, “Charcoan Kayal! I invoke the oldest and most sacred law of Ghealdor, challenging you for the right to rule. Concede the throne and crown me as High Wizard of Fastella.”

      Parsec stopped ten strides short of the throne, the two startled farmers caught between him and Charcoan. The men looked at each other and began backing toward the side of the room.

      Charcoan’s eyes narrowed. “You dare challenge me, Parsec?”

      “I do,” he said with a nod. “Here and now.”

      The room had fallen silent, the air thick with tension.

      “I bested you once many years ago.” Charcoan’s tone was dismissive. “It was a simple thing, my power outstripping yours by a fair margin. Back then, we were students and a duel of magic held far less risk.” The wizard leaned forward, his dark eyes filled with fire. “This time, there is no restriction against deadly spells. I offer you one chance to rescind your challenge. For once I accept it, you will not leave this room alive.”

      The audience in the room gaped in shock, every person waiting on Parsec’s response. He suspected they had heard stories of wizards battling for positions of power, doubting any of them had seen a challenge first-hand.

      A smirk tugged on his lips. Will any dare to remain for the battle?

      He clenched his fist, his thumb rubbing against the ring on his finger. Knowing it was there filled him with confidence.

      “I am sorry, Charcoan, but I will kill you if I must. The throne will be mine.”

      In a rush, everyone scrambled from the benches and fled toward the doors. Parsec ignored them, his gaze affixed on the man on the throne. Neither wizard held magic. Not yet. As soon as one drew it in, there would be no turning back.

      Charcoan held one deformed hand up and glanced at it before his gaze returned to Parsec. “I have paid dearly for this position. I will not, cannot, capitulate for you or anyone else. The right to sit here is mine, earned by blood and by deed.”

      “The only rights we have are in displays of power. It is who we are, why we wizards rule all of mankind.” Parsec shook his head. “You were once a great wizard, but your scars have changed you, weakened you…damaged you. The price was too steep, and you are unfit to rule. Someone must take a stand for the good of Fastella and Ghealdor. We cannot allow the foot to remain at our neck, bending to the will of a tyrant.”

      Charcoan stood and sneered. “You self-righteous worm! You think you can stand against Farrowen? You neither have a tenth the power of a wizard lord nor the numbers required to stop the Thundercorps from sweeping over us. Rather than seeing my people dead, I had the vision to see the way of things and kept my people alive.”

      “You mean kept yourself alive!”

      “I have had enough.” Charcoan glowed as magic rushed into him, an energy construct forming around his hand, a construct of heat.

      Parsec responded, drawing in magic augmented by the ring on his finger. He hastily formed a construct of protection, expanding it to a shield. At the last moment, Charcoan’s construct morphed. Rather than releasing fire, a frozen wave blasted toward Parsec, penetrating his shield, coating him and his surroundings with ice.

      The cold was intense, stinging Parsec’s skin and leaving him shivering. Distracted, he almost missed Charcoan’s construct shifting again. Just in time, Parsec altered his shield, grounding it as a bolt of lightning arced between the two wizards. The lightning struck the shield and traveled to the floor. A portion of the electricity carried through the coating of ice to shock Parsec, his body convulsing violently, burning him and filling the air with the scent of ozone. He fell to his knees and shook his head, attempting to clear it. His muscles twitched involuntarily as he fought to recover, the pain leaving him gasping for air while he climbed back to his feet.

      “Is that all you’ve got, Charcoan?” Parsec panted as he pulled in more magic, far exceeding anything he had held before.

      Charcoan scowled at Parsec. “What have you done?”

      Parsec lifted his hand, eyeing the ring on his hand, his new prize. “I have gained the advantage. You may have more experience in dueling, but I now hold the power to counter anything you might attempt.”

      “I will not give up the throne.”

      “Then I will take it.”

      Parsec wove a pair of constructs, one for heat, the other for physical manipulation. Charcoan crafted a shield, but rather than holding it fast, the shield burst forward. With haste, Parsec used his magic to move a bench across the aisle. The shield struck the bench, launching it into other benches and sending it spinning through the air. Parsec ducked, forcing the bench higher, using the heat construct to set it ablaze. With a hard wave of his arm and the use of the manipulation construct, the bench altered its direction and flew back toward Charcoan.

      The wizard in black dove to the floor as the bench smashed into the throne, sending broken, burning shards of wood in all directions. Still holding his magic, Parsec latched an invisible rope to the throne and yanked it forward. It flipped through the air, toward Charcoan. The wizard rolled out of the way, the throne narrowly missing him.

      Lightning arced from Parsec before Charcoan could shield himself. His body shook and convulsed as the full strength of the electricity ran through him. The wizard’s black robes burst into flames, and he collapsed onto the floor.

      Still holding onto his magic, Parsec stalked toward the high wizard. Charcoan’s eye sockets were blackened holes, eyebrows gone, robes still burning. With another construct and a wave of his hands, Parsec formed a box of solidified air around the burning body. In moments, the pocket of oxygen within was consumed, suffocating the flames. He released the spell, the pocket of smoke billowing toward the ceiling.

      “Sorry, Charcoan. There can be only one high wizard in Fastella.” Parsec clenched his fist, eyeing the ring. “Soon, I will be wizard lord and Ghealdor will be mine to rule.”
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        * * *

      

      It was evening, the full moon bathing the palace balcony in pale light. The city streets were further illuminated by the azure light of enchanted lanterns and the amber of burning torches. When Parsec had last stood on the balcony, he was a guest. A week before that, the balcony and adjacent room had been occupied by Eldalain Killarius. Weeks before that, it had been the home of his father, Taladain.

      Four different wizards in such a short time, he thought. The world has truly gone mad.

      A beam of blue light shot across the sky, connecting to the tower above and causing the blue flame to flare brightly. Throughout the city, the humming rhythm of Devotion arose. Parsec refused to participate. The thought of his people turning to another god sickened him. I must discover a means to reclaim the tower in the name of Gheald. If possible, he could become the next wizard lord of Ghealdor, a dream he had held close for most of his life.

      A knock came from the corridor door.

      He turned toward the open balcony door and shouted, “Come in.”

      The chamber door opened, light from the corridor seeping into the dark room. A shadow approached, the man’s features becoming visible when he stepped into the moonlight.

      “You wished to see me, sir?” Ruthers asked.

      “Yes. I wanted to thank you.” Parsec stared at the back of his hand, the polished, dark stone in the ring reflecting the moon. “The information you provided was helpful in my rise.”

      Ruthers bowed. “It was for the good of Ghealdor.”

      “I am not concerned with your motives, just with results.” He looked up at the blue flames in the tower. “If only I understood how they have turned the Tower of Devotion toward Farrow, perhaps I could reverse the process.”

      “I may be able to assist, sir.”

      With an arched brow, Parsec turned toward the head of his palace staff. “If you know anything about this, I would very much like to hear it.”

      Ruthers gazed up at the tower. “As you may have noticed, Farrowen engineers constructed a scaffold around the tower. You see, only a wizard lord with the magic of Gheald can work the lift that leads to the top. The scaffold enabled the Farrowens to circumvent the issue.”

      “Yes, yes. That much is obvious. Anyone with eyes could determine that.”

      “I know who climbed the tower. The man’s name is Garvin, a lieutenant in the Midnight Guard. He and a group of engineers were left behind when the army marched north. Once the scaffold was complete, the man climbed the tower, and the flame rekindled.” Ruthers’ face twisted in disgust. “It still burns, tainted with a blue hue rather than the purple of Gheald.”

      “This man… He did something to the tower,” Parsec said.

      Ruthers nodded. “If you can find Garvin, you will likely find the key to reclaiming the tower.”
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      Lightning crashed, a resounding boom of thunder immediately following. Rain fell in sheets, adding to the puddles along the gravel road. Garvin kept his hood up, but water ran down his face, his cloak soaked and no longer able to fend off the rain.

      Riding hunched forward, straining to see the road ahead through the gloom, he was cold and wished for a nice, warm place to sleep. Dorban cannot be far now. I must reach Henton and the army soon.

      Through a low, flooded area, he guided his horse along an embankment alongside the road. Once clear of the pool, he steered back onto the road and the horse trudged up an incline. A few minutes later, the ground leveled, the heavy rain lessening to a sprinkle, extending his vision.

      A bay lay before him, the seawater rough, capped with waves of white foam that crashed upon the rocks below. To the north, he spotted distant lights across the water. Dorban.

      The road descended, curving west, around the bay. Near the bottom, hundreds of tents occupied a field to the inland side of the road. Beyond the tents, the Dorban Wetlands waited – a swampland west of the bay. An elevated causeway ran north to the city, dividing the wetlands from the sea.

      As Garvin rode down the hill toward the tents, he considered the location. Setting up camp at the bottom of a hill was less than ideal. Low ground was almost always less defensible than high ground. Gravity tended to work in favor of elevation, as did the ability to see at a distance. Still, with the hilltop mostly covered in trees and the wetlands preventing an advance, without the use of a ship or exposing the army on the causeway, it seemed a prudent option. After all, the enemy had to deal with the same impediments should they attempt an attack.

      As he drew near camp, a line of guards formed across the road, the soldiers armed with spears, swords, and nocked bows.

      Garvin waved and shouted, “It’s Lieutenant Garvin. I need to speak with Henton.”

      One of the soldiers turned and shouted, “It is Garvin. I recognize him. Stand down.”

      Slowing his steed, Garvin stopped beside the man. “Greetings, Sergeant. Poor weather for traveling.”

      The sergeant grunted. “Poor weather for anything, unless you are a fish.”

      “True. I need to see Henton. Where is his tent?”

      The man pointed. “Center of camp. Look for the flag.”

      “Thanks again.” Garvin nodded as he kicked his horse forward.

      The camp was a muddy mess. Garvin hated a campaign in the rain even more than snow. At least the ground remained firm when it was cold enough to snow. With rain, mud became slippery, stuck to your boots, and followed you inside, the interior rarely much better than the ground outside.

      At an easy walk, he rode through camp and surveyed his surroundings. Here and there, fires burned, the flames struggling against the rain, a mixture of smoke and steam rising. Soldiers huddled around the fires, the men appearing cold and weary. Little heat would come from those fires until the rain stopped.

      By the time he reached the tent with the flag posted outside, dusk had given itself to night. He climbed off his horse and approached a large, white tent positioned on a small rise.

      “It’s Garvin, returned from Fastella,” he said to the guards posted outside the entrance. “I am to report to Henton.”

      “Took you long enough,” one man replied.

      Irritated from the weather and a long day in the saddle, Garvin took a moment to swallow a harsh reply. He preferred to present a calm exterior, something he had learned from Despaldi. “I had a job to do and couldn’t leave until it was complete.”

      The other guard thumbed toward the tent. “He is inside and has been expecting you for days.”

      “Thank you.” He pulled his hood back and ducked through the tent flap.

      The interior was illuminated by a pair of enchanted lanterns providing pale blue light. One hung from the center tent pole, the other rested on a table covered by a map.

      Henton, who leaned over the map, looked up when Garvin entered. “Finally. I expected you two days ago.”

      Thumping his fist to his chest, Garvin replied, “I could not leave Fastella until the objective was complete.”

      “The tower is ours?”

      “Even now, it burns with azure flames.”

      “Well done.”

      “I remained one extra day to ensure Charcoan carried out the orders, informing the public of their new god.”

      Henton nodded. “I suppose that makes sense. What of the other day?”

      “Weather.” Garvin shrugged. “The rains slowed me down. It hardly seemed worth the risk of a fall just to save a day. I knew enough about Dorban to expect you to sit tight south of the wetlands while you determine the best strategy to take the city.”

      Rubbing his shorn scalp, Henton stared down at the map. “I still don’t know how we should go about it.”

      Garvin approached the table, his eyes on the map. “Explain what we face. Perhaps we can work something out together.”

      “Honestly, I was hoping you might suggest that.”

      Interesting, Garvin thought. In Despaldi’s stead, he is my commanding officer. Why would he wait for my suggestion? Perhaps my role in taking Fastella has earned his respect. “Let’s hear it.”

      With a finger on the map, Henton said. “We are here. The wetlands cover the area just north of us, running from the sea to the mountains, ten miles to the west. The causeway runs along the sea and is five miles across. There are three bridges along the causeway, each spanning an area where the sea and the wetlands meet.

      “Or at least there were three bridges.”

      “Were?” Garvin arched a brow.

      “The farthest bridge has been destroyed.”

      Considering the news, Garvin understood the intent. “When we were camped outside Fastella, what we feared most was Eldalain destroying the bridges, cutting off any route other than by boat. For some reason, the prince chose to avoid that method. Apparently, Heldain holds no such reservations.”

      “Without the bridge, the causeway is useless to us.”

      “What about circling west, beyond the wetlands?”

      Henton shook his head. “No good. The hillsides above them are steep and treacherous. There are also numerous creeks coming down from the mountains and feeding the wetlands. We might get a small team across, but an army could never do it.”

      Garvin examined the map and pointed even farther west. “What if we traveled inland, through the mountains to the coast, and came in from the northwest?”

      “I sent a scout that route three days ago. He just returned today. On horse, it took him that long to find a passable route through the mountains. The man estimates it would take us well over a hundred miles out of our way, with numerous, difficult inclines. Do you know how long it would take an army this size to navigate such a route?”

      Frowning in thought, Garvin stared at the map. He pointed toward an x between the wetlands and the city. “What’s this?”

      “That is the garrison, surrounded by battlements and home to two thousand troops. The Ghealdan Navy is based there, so they also control the harbor. Any attempt to cross the water will be met with force. And even if the bridges were intact, anyone coming across the causeway will need to deal with the garrison before reaching the city.”

      The situation seemed a mess, Garvin struggling to identify a strategy that had a chance of success. “Have you brought in Forca? Perhaps the wizards can offer something to address the situation.”

      The captain snorted. “Of course I have spoken to Forca about it. He and his ilk seem useless. In truth, I believe they are more likely to run off than offer any assistance.”

      “You suspect they might desert?”

      “I think it likely.”

      “Perhaps we should begin there. Fear forced them into joining this offensive in the first place. With Malvorian dead, they may feel emboldened.”

      Henton nodded. “It’s worth a shot. They seem to shut down when I am around. Perhaps you will fare better.”

      Garvin was unsure but knew he had to try.
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      The heat from the sun was a pleasant change after three days of rain. A wind blew in from the sea, helping dry the tents and the water-logged army. The ground remained soggy and would stay that way for another day or two, despite the dry weather.

      Garvin strode across the muddy ground, avoiding the worst areas as he headed toward the hill to the southwest. Nestled in a small, open area, carriages and oversized tents occupied the hilltop. Unlike the drab army tents or the white command tents, these were of midnight blue, the canopy in the center large enough to hold dozens of people. A trail of smoke drifted inland, rising from fires burning at one end of the small encampment. There, cooks were busy, emptying steaming pans onto plates. A steady stream of servants scurried between the cooking area and the main tent.

      When he reached the small camp, Garvin paused, waiting while two stewards with trays of cooked ham, eggs, and oatmeal rushed inside. Following, he ducked through the flap and gazed across a room filled with tables, benches, and wizards, busily chatting and eating, as if at a banquet.

      He shook his head, caught somewhere between a sense of wonder and disgust. Even while at war, they treat themselves like royalty. He wondered how the wizards might fare if they were forced to live like the grunts. It would probably go quite poorly.

      His gaze swept the room, searching the faces of the wizards and wizardesses until he located Forca. The man sat at the end of a table, his wife to one side, his new second-in-command, Olvan Durr, to his other side. As Garvin headed toward Forca, he watched Durr. The man was in his early thirties, same as Garvin. He had long, dark hair and dark eyes, his thin build lacking muscle. The man’s narrow face and pointed nose made Garvin think of him as a rat come to life. Perhaps he was. After the deaths of the other wizards, Durr was reputed to be second only to Forca in his talent with magic, but Garvin was warned that the man held no allegiances and would likely turn on anyone if it should be in his own favor. That was knowledge Garvin intended to utilize if necessary.

      “Forca,” Garvin said as he drew close. “I would speak with you.”

      The tall man frowned. “We just sat down for brunch. Can’t this wait?”

      “Of course. But the longer we wait, the longer we camp in this field of muck and mosquitos.”

      The wizard’s frown deepened, eyes narrowing. “What is it, Garvin?”

      “Perhaps we can discuss this someplace more private?” He pointed toward the two people beside Forca. “I would like to have Durr and your wife join us.”

      Forca blinked. “Portia? What does she have to do with this?”

      Garvin tilted his head. “Is she not a member of the Wizards Guild?”

      “Of course she is.”

      “Well, as I understand, the entire guild was charged with assisting in this campaign. I would hear what the woman has to say.”

      Scowling, Forca rose to his feet and gestured for his wife and Durr to follow. Garvin trailed behind the trio as they headed out the far end of the tent. After passing two other tents, each the size of Henton’s, Forca ducked inside another, even larger tent.

      The interior was dark, until the wizard waved his hand and lights bloomed from four enchanted lanterns. The ground was covered in thick, dark blue carpet, matching the exterior of the tent. At the rear of the tent was a carpeted pallet, blankets and pillows piled on top of it. Garvin shook his head and thought of all the soldiers sleeping on the mud-soaked ground below.

      The wizard sat on a chair and bid his wife to sit beside him. Both Durr and Garvin remained standing.

      “Now, what is this about?” Forca demanded.

      “This is about taking Dorban,” Garvin replied.

      Forca closed his eyes and ran his hand through his dark hair, appearing weary. He shook his head. “Can’t be done.”

      “Interesting observation.” Garvin posed. “Just like taking Fastella was impossible?”

      The wizard’s face darkened. “That was different.” He waved his hand through the air. “Here, we cannot even get close to the city.”

      “What if we can?” Garvin challenged. “All we need is a way to replace the destroyed bridge.”

      Forca snorted. “The Ghealdan archers will ensure nobody has the time to build a bridge.”

      Of that, the man was correct. “What if we can get a bridge into place in minutes?”

      He gave Garvin a contemplative look. “That might make it possible, but how could you accomplish that?”

      “Can you use magic to mask something so it appears as something else?”

      Durr interjected. “An illusion?”

      “Yeah,” Garvin nodded. “Can you use an illusion so the Ghealdan’s don’t think it’s us?”

      “Wizards are not good with illusions,” Durr replied. “That’s a female skill.”

      “Durr…” Forca’s tone was a warning.

      Garvin turned toward Portia. She was a comely woman, roughly ten years his senior, curvy but on the plump side with blonde hair and blue eyes. “You can use magic to alter the appearance of something?”

      The woman glanced at her husband as she kneaded her hands together. “Yes. Something small, not too complicated.”

      “What of the other women in the guild?”

      She shrugged. “Some are more talented than I, others less so.”

      Garvin would not be deterred. “What if you worked together? Each creating a small illusion that created something much larger when pieced together?”

      The woman blinked and glanced at her husband. “Well, I suppose that is possible. However, we would have to remain very near it. Performing an illusion at a distance is quite trying.”

      That wasn’t what Garvin had hoped to hear, but understanding what was possible helped him better see how they might solve the puzzle. “What about a person? Could you and the other wizardesses each alter the appearance of a person? Better yet, could you hide weapons?”

      Again, she glanced toward her husband before replying. “Yes. That would be much easier. Once in place, it takes very little magic to maintain an illusion.”

      With this new information, the pieces began to assemble. Garvin grinned. “I can work with that.”

      Forca stood, his face betraying outrage before he even spoke. “You can’t seriously be thinking about risking the lives of our women.”

      Garvin stepped closer to the taller man, his jaw set, eyes issuing a challenge. “I can and will if it best serves Farrowen. You may not believe it, but I have seen women as skilled in battle as any man, some twice as brave as anyone you might know. Do not sell them short. The wizardesses, your wife included, could save many lives before this campaign is finished, and not just by healing our wounded. I am talking about preventing the loss of life.

      “The garrison is in our way, but it is not our goal. If my plan works, we will be beyond it before the soldiers stationed there can attack. Capture the city and we capture the obelisk. The rest is immaterial.”
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      After days of traveling through the icy forest, the sight of sunlight ahead had Narine longing to urge her horse into a gallop. A shallow blanket of snow covered the ground, the hooves of the horses stirring up puffs of white and leaving a disturbed trail behind. The party rode at a trot, Narine in the middle of the group, Adyn one horse ahead, Jace just behind. The journey through the forest had been quiet, cold, and continuously disturbing.

      Only Jace and Rhoa seemed unaffected, the pair of them repeatedly striking up conversations that soon died out. Nobody else had the enthusiasm for it.

      “Can’t you feel it, Jace?” Narine had whispered on the first evening. “This forest wishes us gone. Even speaking aloud seems like an invasion upon its privacy.”

      He had looked at her as if she were crazy.

      Perhaps I am, she thought. This place would make anyone go mad.

      The journey through the woods had been bad enough, but the evenings were even worse, each night uncomfortably cold, frighteningly dark, and exceedingly unsettling. After each night of sporadic, troubled sleep, Narine and the others would ride in a daze, somewhere between waking and the world of dreams. Things would appear at the edges of her vision, then fade when she turned toward them, never sure if they were real or her imagination.

      Exhaustion can do strange things to your mind, she repeated in her head, praying she might convince herself.

      When the trees finally fell away and they emerged into the sunlit clearing, she exhaled. Others did the same, the entire party experiencing a sense of relief. The air was warmer, but not exceedingly so. The sun’s heat was a loving embrace after the frigid treatment of the forest.

      They stood in a meadow lacking snow, the tall, yellow-green grass waving in the breeze. The wind has returned, Narine realized. Birds flew overhead, the first sign of life they had seen in days. She watched them float toward a landmark that could not be ignored.

      A massive, lonely mountain towered before them, bright and beautiful in the late afternoon sun. The base of the mountain was less than a mile away, the peak easily rising ten times that distance. Trees, green with needles and very much alive, covered the mountainside. Here and there were scattered yellows, reds, and oranges of autumn leaves that had yet to fall. Farther up the slope, the trees grew sparse, gray rock visible here and there amid a field of white, extending to the snow-capped peak miles above.

      “Paehl Lanor,” Salvon said. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      “It’s a mountain,” Jace said.

      “You are surprisingly observant,” Rhoa noted.

      He rolled his eyes. “I mean, where is the city?”

      “What city?” Salvon asked.

      “Where we are supposed to go. This Kelmar place.” Jace looked at Xionne. “You wanted us to meet your people, right? Where are they?”

      Xionne smiled. “You misunderstand. There is no city. At least not the type you might expect. We do not live on the mountain. We live inside the mountain.” She waved them forward. “It will take hours to reach the entrance, and I suspect you would prefer to ride in daylight.”

      Moving at a trot, they rode through open fields, across small rivulets, and over rocky patches. The incline was gradual until they reached the base of the mountain. There, the trail ducked into the pines, then turned to run along the hillside. Continuing an uphill climb, the wooded path eventually came to a ravine filled with boulders, the ground covered in debris from a landslide. Rather than follow the trail, Xionne, Salvon, and Hadnoddon turned and rode up the ravine.

      The going was slow, the slope so steep Narine had to lean forward and grip her saddle horn to avoid slipping off. After a couple hundred feet, Xionne guided her horse through a narrow gap between two boulders. Beyond the gap was an unexpected grassy meadow, slightly sloped and boxed in by tall rock formations on all sides. A small pool of water, fed by rivulets running down the face of the rock, occupied the center of the glade. Another stream ran from the pool toward the downhill slope before disappearing beneath a wall of rock. It was a tranquil sight.

      When everyone was through, Hadnoddon dismounted and backtracked toward the gap that had led them to the meadow. There, he hefted a log eight feet long and as thick as his legs, wedging it into the rock just above his eye level. He then turned and jogged across the meadow, toward the uphill side, hopping on rocks to cross the stream before continuing. The riders followed him, the horses walking at an easy pace. At the far end of the glade, Salvon dismounted.

      “We get off here,” he said, shaking his head. “I still can’t believe I ever found this place.”

      Xionne replied as she climbed down, “Oftentimes, destiny guides us, Weaver.”

      The others dismounted without speaking, and Narine wondered if the same sense of awe held their tongues as it did hers.

      “Take your things. The horses remain here.” Hadnodden removed his helmet and tucked it beneath one arm while squinting at the light. “I’ll take the lead. Just inside is a side cavern. We will store the furs there before continuing deeper into the mountain.” He then detached the bags from the saddle he shared with Xionne and walked through a dark gap in the rocks, six feet tall and half the width.

      Everyone followed, each with an armful of furs and a pack over a shoulder. Tailing Brogan, who had to duck to enter the tunnel, Narine stepped into the shadows.

      The group stopped just beyond the sunlight and waited while Hadnoddon gathered their furs and stored them in a small cave to one side of the tunnel. When finished, he led them deeper into the darkness.

      Uncertain of her surroundings and unable to see, Narine placed one hand against Adyn’s back. Someone touched her from behind before grasping her trailing hand.

      “I’m right behind you,” Jace said.

      She gripped his hand, finding comfort in doing so. They shuffled forward until dim, purple light appeared ahead, the glow emanating from an orb in Hadnoddon’s hand. The dwarf produced another glowing orb and handed it to Algoron.

      “Hold this and take rear position,” Hadnoddon said. “It will help the humans to see where we are going. Everyone watch where you walk. Some areas are treacherous.”

      Retaking the lead, the glowing orb in his hand as a guide, Hadnoddon led them deeper into the mountain.

      After a few minutes, the tunnel curved and opened into a larger cavern. A wall was visible to the right, a dark recess to the other side.

      “Careful,” Rawk said from behind. “The path is narrow, and there is a drop to your left…a very long drop.”

      Still gripping Jace’s hand, Narine shuffled along with her other palm against the wall, testing each step before committing. Ahead, Hadnoddon’s glowing orb bobbed up and down, as if floating along of its own volition. After a few hundred paces, they entered another tunnel, this one no more than two strides wide but tall enough for everyone to walk upright. It felt far safer. In the narrow tunnel, the dim light was more effective, reflecting off the uneven surface, specks of metal sparkling as she walked past. Still, the light was far less than she would have liked, her companions nothing more than dark silhouettes. She did her best to avoid thinking of what else lurked in the shadows.

      The tunnel opened into a large, natural cavern with stalagmites below, stalactites above, some of which dripped water. A small pool stood to the lower side, and other than the opening they had just come through, Narine could see no way out.

      Hadnoddon continued across the cavern until he reached the farthest corner on the upper side. There, he reached into a shadowy recess. An audible click echoed in the chamber, followed by the rumble of rock grinding against rock. A hidden door swung open to reveal another tunnel.

      “On my first visit here,” Salvon said, “I sat in this cavern for hours, shouting for someone to come find me.”

      Xionne chuckled. “You are now aware we rarely allow outsiders into our city.”

      “Then why force us to come here?” Jace challenged.

      She turned toward him. “I told you already. We are blinded to the future and cannot see the path for survival. The fate of the world depends on the Seers. We had no other choice.” Xionne then spun and followed Hadnoddon through the open doorway.

      The light ahead faded, and Narine hurried to follow Adyn. She suddenly fell forward when her foot dropped down onto a step. Her momentum drove her into Adyn’s back, only Jace gripping her hand saving her from falling past and down the dark stairwell.

      “Sorry,” she said as she regained her footing.

      “Your gracefulness is going to hurt one of us someday,” Adyn said as she turned and continued her descent.

      “Someday?” Narine muttered, thinking of all the times she had tripped in the past, skinned knees and bruised hands coming to mind.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Jace whispered into her ear. “I have your hand, so let’s keep moving along.”

      Following the dark, curving stairwell with nothing but Hadnoddon’s distant light below and Algoron’s shining orb from behind, they continued. In that dark stairwell, she began to think of all the rock above her. An entire mountain. What if it were to collapse? We would be crushed. Her heart began to race as they continued their descent, heading deeper and deeper into the abyss. Just when she thought the panic might be too much, the people ahead of her disappeared. She gasped.

      The floor leveled. In the distance, beyond Hadnoddon’s glowing orb, she saw a dim light. Eager to leave the darkness and tight quarters behind, she dragged Jace past Adyn, pushed beyond Hadnoddon, and rushed ahead until she burst out of the tunnel and skidded to a stop, completely unprepared for what she found.

      Jace stood beside her, the others gathering as they emerged from the tunnel. Every one of her companions stopped and stared, attempting to come to grips with the view before them.

      The party stood upon a rocky shelf overlooking a massive, circular cavern, easily a half-mile in diameter, much of the cavern floor covered by a city made of stone. Dots of purple light shone from the walls and rooftops of each and every building, as well as the streets. A massive building, circular in shape, occupied the heart of the cavern. The top of the building was adorned by narrow pillars connected by arching, stone bridges. It was a fantastic, impossible structure that seemed to have popped out of the pages of legend. Above it all was a dome of rock, the apex a thousand feet above the cavern floor, the surface of the rock sparkling with the same purple lights as the city. The appearance was not unlike a starlit sky.

      “It’s breathtaking,” Narine breathed out in awe.

      “Welcome to Kelmar,” Salvon said. “The secret city of the Seers.”
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        * * *

      

      With his spectacles in his pocket, Rawk followed Hadnoddon down a stone staircase, toward the city below. He had removed the eyewear before journeying through the dark tunnels, having no need for the tinted glass. Even with the sparkling purple lights filling the immense cavern, there was no need to don them again. Neither those lights nor the strange, glowing orb Hadnoddon and Algoron had used, both surely some sort of magical gem, affected his sensitive eyes. From what Rawk could tell, the light surrounding the city was sufficient for even the humans to see, although it was a far cry from the intensity of sunlight. Somewhere in the distance, the soft hum of a gemsong called to him.

      As they neared the bottom of the stairs, he spied a bridge made of rock, arching over a rushing river. At the far side of the river were orchards of fruit trees and fields of vegetables, stretching out beyond the city. Farther out, near the far end of the cavern, animals grazed in fields of dark grass and small shrubs. It reminded him of the Caverns of Life within Ghen Aeldor, but somehow, this life existed without the refracted sunlight. It left him wondering what magic resided in the purple-hued gems illuminating Kelmar.

      They crossed the bridge and followed a path through an orchard. The trees gave way to buildings made of interlocking, black stone blocks, each embedded with sparkling purple specs. The structures varied in shape and size, some simple and blocky, others with ornate pillars and cantilevered overhangs that appeared to defy gravity.

      The work of Makers, he thought to himself. The craftsmanship was distinct and undeniable. Residents occupied the street. Not so different than the cities of man, except for the citizens themselves.

      Dwarven men and women dressed in drab gray walked the streets, worked in shops, and filled jugs at a bubbling fountain. Children played in the square, tossing glowing orbs to one another. Here and there, Rawk spotted human men. However, not one human female was visible, save for those in his own party. The human men, arms loaded with goods or pulling carts, followed dwarves. Those men were shoddily dressed compared to the others, their clothing worn and stained. It left Rawk wondering why.

      At the sight of Rawk and his companions, the citizens stopped and stared, their expressions unreadable. Every one of them had black hair, something he had never seen from a dwarf until he met Hadnoddon in Illustan. He then recalled his days in Ghen Aeldor, the looks of disgust from his own people.

      Are these Makers also repulsed by Rawk, the hairless freak? Will they reject me and cast me out when they discover my weakness?

      The line of thought made his innards quiver, his eyes seeking the smooth stone streets rather than meeting the gaze of those he passed.

      The street ran in a straight line, directly toward the massive building in the heart of the cavern. At each intersection, Rawk noted the streets in both directions rounding a curve and realized everything had been built around the building in the center, the main streets running toward it. A gemsong came from somewhere within that building, calling to him, enticing him.

      They then came to a cluster of single-story buildings, the road running between a pair of pie-shaped, six-foot deep pits. In those pits, dwarves trained, hacking away at each other with grunts and the clangs of their blunted weapons. Even that noise could not overcome the haunting aria tugging on Rawk’s thoughts, tempting him and demanding his attention.

      With the training pits behind them, only the building at the core of the cavern remained, towering over all else. Rawk counted six rows of windows above the entrance level. He stared at the columns at the top, connected by arches crafted from the same sparkling stone as everything else. The shape of the entire city was an oddity, everything built around the big building like the hub of a wheel, but the top of the building was the strangest of all.

      “What is this place?” Rhoa asked.

      “There is something inside,” Algoron said. “Something powerful.”

      Rawk looked at his uncle, the man meeting his gaze in a silent exchange. He heard the gem calling, as well. How could he not?

      Salvon replied, “This is the Temple of the Oracle. It is the home of the Seers.”

      “Let us go inside. I must meet with my sisters,” Xionne said. “You may rest in the guest quarters until we are ready to receive you.”

      Hadnoddon opened the tall, arched, double doors, and Xionne walked past him. A cluster of women waited inside, perhaps sixty of them, standing in a perfect half-circle. All wore white gowns similar to the one covering Xionne. However, none wore a blindfold.

      The woman in the center stepped forward, her white hair tied back in a bun. Lines on her face marked her age, her skin pale, eyes so dark it seemed as if each iris had been consumed by the pupil. “Welcome home, Mother. We have anticipated your return.”

      Xionne approached the woman and took her hands. “I am thankful to be home, Sister Zhialta. I trust nothing has changed.”

      “The circle is incomplete without your presence, our power limited.” She shook her head. “The future remains a mystery.”

      “What of the prophecies? Have you been able to determine which is true? Or, at least, been able to eliminate any that have proven false?”

      Again, Zhialta shook her head. “I am sorry, Mother.”

      After a moment of silence, Xionne said, “I have found the tools of destiny. As foretold, the Weaver was among them.” Salvon bowed his head as Xionne looked toward Rawk and his companions. “I pray their presence will enable us to determine which path to follow and which to avoid.”

      As one, the women began humming, an eerie sound that gave Rawk a chill. Just as quickly, the humming stopped.

      “Sister Yinette, Sister Jionna, Sister Cathionne, Sister Iolla,” Xionne said. “Will you please escort our guests to their rooms? It has been a trying journey and rest is required.” She then walked straight through the cluster of women in white, splitting them as she crossed the hall. Most of the others followed in pairs, all walking in sync as she led them to a black door, opening it and disappearing from view.

      Four seers remained, each young with dark hair and disturbingly dark eyes.

      “I am Yinette.” She was a striking woman with a long, lean build and pale skin. “If you will please follow, we will show you to your rooms.”

      Along with the others, Rawk followed, but his attention was drawn to the gemsong coming from somewhere nearby.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Doppelgängers

          

        

      

    

    
      Jace waited while Salvon, Narine, Rhoa, and Rawk were each shown their rooms, their doors locked behind them, before it was his turn. Jionna walked off and entered the stairwell, while Yinette showed him to his room. She opened the door and stepped aside as he entered.

      A bed large enough for two, a nightstand, a table, two chairs, a copper tub, and a wardrobe occupied the space. There was no lamp, and no need for one, the area illuminated by a purple-tinted glow from the sparkling dots on the ceiling, floor, and walls. A single, curtainless window graced the outer wall, while the others were blank slates of sparkling stone.

      When Jace turned toward Yinette, he noted the thoughtful expression on her face as the tall, pretty brunette stared at him.

      He chose to pose the question that had been burning in his mind as he waited in the corridor. “Why are you locking us in our rooms?”

      The woman’s full lips curled up in a smile. “We do so for your own safety.” She turned and closed the door, remaining in his room. “I like the look of you.” Her gaze swept his body as she stepped close, gripping his jaw and turning his head while scrutinizing his face. “Good bone structure.” She released her grip and ran her hands down his torso. “Lean and fit. Our daughter would be quite fetching.”

      Jace blinked and backed away. “What?”

      Yinette reached behind her head to fiddle with the back of her dress. “I would bed you. The timing is ideal, my cycle at its peak.”

      He blinked in surprise. “Bed me?”

      “Yes. I have been chosen among those to give birth next season.” She slipped her dress down, exposing one shoulder, then the other. “You should be proud. It is a great honor to sire a seer.”

      The woman tugged her dress down, dropping it to the floor and leaving her completely naked. Despite her long, lean build and narrow hips, she had a full chest. Not to the extent of Narine’s, but easily enough to hold his attention. Still, he backed away as she advanced.

      When his legs struck the bed, he fell onto the mattress. Yinette surged forward, climbing up and straddling him while she unlaced his tunic.

      “Wait.” His heart raced, his body responding to her advances. How could it not? “I can’t do this.” Somewhere inside, a part of him screamed to shut up and enjoy it.

      She stopped, her brow furrowed. “What is wrong?” Before he could reply, she took his hand and placed it onto her soft breast. “Do you not find me attractive?”

      The effect made his blood boil. He yanked his hand away, albeit reluctantly, worried about where things might otherwise lead. “No. I think you’re stunning. Trust me. If we had met just weeks ago, I would have been thrilled by your offer.”

      She is gorgeous. What is wrong with me?

      Her eyes grew wide. “Are you not capable?” Again, she reacted before he could reply, her hand slipping down his breeches, her mouth turning up into a smile. “Oh, you are quite capable.”

      Flustered by her unexpected aggression, he spluttered, “Yeah. Um… Of course I am capable.”

      She withdrew her hand and leaned in close, her face inches from his own. “I will do anything.” The words came out in an urgent rush.

      “What?”

      “I will do anything you wish.” She gently raked her nails down his check and across his chest. “Ask it of me, and you will have it, so long as I receive your seed.”

      By the gods, woman, you are making this difficult. He choked out, “I still… I cannot.”

      Her disappointment evident, she sat upright and shook her head. “I do not understand.”

      I don’t, either. “I have feelings for someone and…I cannot do this because of her.”

      “A woman?”

      “Yes. She is here, just down the corridor.”

      “I still do not understand.”

      “In truth, I don’t understand it myself. Please know this is among the most difficult things I have ever done, but I must ask you to get dressed and leave.”

      Pouting, Yinette did as he requested, standing and retrieving her white gown. Turning away while she dressed, he tried to think of something else, anything else. Try as he might, the image of her naked body remained affixed in his mind.

      “All right,” she said, opening the door. “I will leave you until dinner. If you change your mind, I will remain fertile for a few more days. The offer remains open during that span.”

      He shook his head, still not looking at her, fearful he would break if he did. “I am flattered by the offer, but I will not change my mind.”

      Only after the door had closed and the lock had clicked into place did Jace turn toward the door. He stared at it for a full two minutes before blowing out a breath, rising to his feet, and peering out the window in an attempt to take his mind off of the lost opportunity.

      The city below appeared innocuous, but something about this place felt off, giving him the impression of a threat lurking in the shadows, ready to strike. Being locked in the room, whether for his own good or not, had Jace aching to escape.

      “I miss Narine,” he said to himself as he sat on the edge of the bed. It would be wrong for me to see her while my blood remains heated by another woman.

      Lying back on the bed, arms behind his head, he stared up at the ceiling, the sparkling dots reminding him of a starlit sky. His thoughts drifted to the previous weeks and the startling series of events that had led him to Kelmar. If someone had told him three wizard lords would die in succession, he would survive an attack by a dragon and another by a group of wyverns, and he would then find himself in a secret city built inside a mountain, he would have labeled them as daft.

      “Perhaps I am the one who is crazy for agreeing to come here,” he muttered.

      Despite him and his companions being locked in their rooms, their weapons had not been confiscated. More importantly, he still possessed his lock picks.

      Rising from the bed, he crossed the room and put his ear to the door. Nothing.

      He knelt and drew his picks from his coat pocket. After some effort, the first tumbler clicked. Another pick and pressure in the right place triggered the second tumbler. The third tripped a moment later. He used one of his blades to turn the lock before pocketing the kit.

      Jace eased the door open and peered into the corridor. It was quiet, nobody in sight. Stepping out, he pulled the door closed behind him.

      He considered going off on his own, but chose another path. It had been well over a week since he had been alone with Narine, which was enough to convince himself to free her, as well. That, and a longing stirred by Yinette’s invitation.

      The thief crept down the corridor, passing two doors before stopping outside her room. He knelt, picked the lock, and slipped inside.

      Lying on her bed, Narine sat up in a flash. “What are you doing here?”

      He eased the door closed before he replied. “Will you keep your voice down?”

      Narine grimaced. “Why are you always telling me what to do?”

      I gave up an entertaining evening for this?

      He rolled his eyes. “Why are you always so difficult?”

      Her eyes narrowed, and he realized they were headed down an ugly path.

      “Listen.” He held his hands up as he approached her. “I don’t want to fight. I missed you and wanted to see you.”

      The hardness in her eyes softened. “We have been together every day, you know.”

      He drew closer and put his hand on her shoulder. “Yes, but never alone. Sometimes I find that worse than not being around you at all.”

      Bending, his lips met hers in a slow, lingering kiss. When he pulled away, her eyes were half-closed, the corners of her mouth tilted up into a smile.

      She ran a finger down his chest, hooking it into the waistband of his breeches. “Since you are here…”

      My, I am popular today.

      He stifled his urges and put his finger to her lips, stilling her. “In truth, there is another reason I came to you.” He glanced back toward the closed door. “Don’t you find it disturbing they would lock us in our rooms?”

      “It is odd,” she agreed. “But the seer said it was for our own safety.”

      He looked back at her. “Yet there are no guards, neither outside nor in the building. How is it unsafe for us, but they don’t hold the same concern for the citizens of Kelmar?” His brow furrowed. “Speaking of which, I did not see a single human female in the city. And the human men… There is something not right about this place.”

      Narine frowned, releasing her grip on him, her hand dropping to her lap. “Now that you mention it, the situation does seem odd.”

      “Exactly. I want to investigate. That’s why I am here.”

      Her frown remained for a moment before turning into a grin. “You wish me to come with you?”

      He blinked, taken aback. “You aren’t upset? Aren’t going to try and talk me out of it?”

      Narine stood. “Normally, I might, but I agree that there is more going on here than what Xionne has told us…which is very little when you think about it.” She sidled up close to him, her hand on his chest as she bit her lip. “Besides, it might be fun to act as a thief rather than a princess for once.”

      He grinned as he wrapped his arms around her waist. “I am corrupting you.”

      She ran her hand through his hair. “Oh please. Don’t give yourself so much credit. Adyn has been trying to corrupt me for over a decade.”

      “Yet I am the one who succeeded.”

      “Well, you certainly corrupted me in some ways.” She grinned and pinched his backside, the grin turning to laughter when he yipped in surprise.

      He shook his head, his smile remaining. “We had best be off, or this will turn into a distraction that could last for a good stretch.”

      She arched a brow. “Would that be so bad?”

      “Not at all. However, we have a slim window of opportunity. The seers said dinner will be served in an hour. When they come to let us out of our rooms, we had better be inside, waiting.”

      Narine sighed and stepped away. “Fine. What is your plan?”

      He reached beneath his tunic and pulled out the Eye of Obscurance, drawing the cord up and over his head. The amulet – a gold disk with an eight-pointed star and other symbols engraved in the surface – dangled in his fist as he stared at it, reluctant to let it go, knowing it was the only choice for his plan to work.

      “Remember the illusion we used to escape Marquithe?” He knelt and stuffed the amulet beneath Narine’s mattress.

      “Yes. Of course.”

      Rising, he turned toward her. “I need you to do it again. This time, choose two of the seers. One for you, one for me. It would be best to avoid using Xionne. She appears…special, which might cause unnecessary attention. Can you do that?”

      “I believe so.” Her brow furrowed in concentration. “I didn’t pay a lot of attention, but Yinette was quite striking, so I can picture her well enough.”

      No! Anyone but her. The woman’s naked figure sauntered through his mind again.

      He shook his head to clear it and thought up an argument against the suggestion. “She is quite a bit taller than you. It might be better to choose someone more your height…and less noticeable.”

      She frowned. “In that case, I got a good look at Jionna.”

      Relieved, he nodded. “That works. What about for me?”

      Narine tilted her head in thought. “Of the others, I believe I recall Zhialta’s appearance best.”

      He frowned. “Of course you are going to make me the old hag.”

      Grinning, she chuckled. “What a wonderful suggestion.”

      Narine held her hands out, her eyes narrowing in concentration. The hair on Jace’s arms stood on end, and he resisted the urge to back away. He had never been comfortable with magic and avoided it whenever possible. The irony of his attraction to Narine struck him. Despite her magical abilities, he was drawn toward her unlike anyone he had ever known.

      Twisting her hands around each other, threads of magic swirled and wrapped about Jace, settling like an opaque coating on his skin and clothing, his cloak now a white, flowing gown, his hands wrinkled and aged. The sight made him curious of what it would be like to be old.

      I pray I might live that long.

      It was the first time he could recall experiencing a sentiment about his mortality. Jace had spent most of his life expecting to die young, actually embracing it. He hadn’t ever had anything to look forward to, no plans for the future, nobody he cared for…no reason to worry. Until he met Narine.

      She twisted her magic upon herself, the glowing threads wrapping about her, darkening her hair and eyes, altering her jawline, reducing her bust and hips to something more modest. Dressed in a white gown, she looked enough like Jionna to pass with a quick glance.

      “Your nose should be slightly smaller,” he suggested.

      The woman narrowed her eyes and twisted her hand, her nose altering before his eyes. Jionna was a plain-looking woman, and he hadn’t paid enough attention to her to know if the illusion was exact.

      “Much better,” he said. “Although I far prefer your appearance before the illusion.”

      She smiled. “You are too kind.”

      “Kindness has nothing to do with it. I suspect you have noticed how your appearance affects me. In truth, I find you terrifyingly disarming.”

      She pressed up against him, grinning. “What an interesting thing to know.”

      It was odd to feel her generous chest against him while his eyes saw Jionna’s face and body. “Let’s go before I give in to my inhibitions. I can only resist for so long.”

      He walked to the door, put his ear to it, and listened. Opening it, he poked his head out and waved for her to follow. “Do not speak unless you must. Please, just follow my lead. I know what I am doing.”

      “I will.” She gave a firm nod. “I promise.”

      Thank the gods, he thought.

      They headed down the corridor, toward the stairwell they had taken earlier. Walking side-by-side as the sisters had, the pair descended until they reached the entrance hall. Jace took her elbow and guided her across the hall, straight toward the dark, foreboding doors leading to the opposing wing.

      They stepped through and into another corridor, curved to match the shape of the circular building. Closed doors lined both sides of the hallway, and an intersection waited ahead, the muffled sound of someone speaking rising as they drew near.

      A door opened before them and two young girls stepped out, both dressed in white with black hair and pale skin. They stopped the moment they saw Jace and Narine, their eyes widening, their hands instantly shifting behind their backs. Neither could have been older than ten or twelve. Jace wondered if he should say anything about the pastries in their hands. Judging by their reaction, they weren’t supposed to have them.

      “Sister Zhialta, Sister Jionna,” one of the girls stammered, her eyes flicking toward the nearby intersection where a corridor led toward the heart of the building. “What are you doing out here? Why aren’t you in the Oracle?”

      Jace put his hands on his hips and altered his voice to that of an old woman. “I would ask the same of you two.” He did his best to glower at them, his gaze stern.

      The girl glanced at her companion, brows furrowed. “We aren’t of age. We won’t be able to join until we are sixteen. You know that.” Her face soured in confusion. “What’s wrong with your voice?”

      “Never mind my voice,” Jace replied in a rush, doing his best to sound irritated. He pointed a gnarled finger at her. “Where are you supposed to be?”

      “In our rooms.”

      Jace glanced at Narine, arched a brow, and then turned back to the girls. “Well?”

      “We had better be going?” one of the girls ventured.

      “Where?”

      “Back to our rooms.”

      Jace nodded. “Off with you then. We must return to the Oracle and have no time to play nursemaid to you two.”

      The girls backed away, past the intersection, and to the neighboring stairwell, darting up it. When they were gone, Narine exhaled.

      “That was close,” she said. “Do you think they will tell anyone?”

      Jace shrugged. “It’s unlikely. Those two were breaking the rules. I suspect they are happy to escape without punishment. Anything odd about the encounter will be lost to them.”

      Narine shook her head. “You have a knack for reading people, getting into their heads.”

      “It’s an important skill for someone like me. If you read people wrong, you might end up dead or in a cell. I have never been fond of either outcome.”

      As they reached the intersection, the muffled voices became more distinct. The corridor was short, terminating at another pair of arched, black doors. Jace slowed as he drew closer and noticed a dark stairwell off to the side, directly below the stairs the two girls had just ascended. He put his ear to the door. Salvon’s voice came from the other side. Gripping the knob, Jace eased the door open and peered through the crack.

      The door led outside the building, revealing some sort of circular theater, a single row of seating surrounding it, the seats filled with seers. The floor of the theater was rounded like a bowl, and a circular platform occupied the center. A crystal throne sat upon the platform with an odd frame built over it. Ten feet above the throne, a massive diamond glowed with a warm, white light.

      That diamond must be worth all the gold in Marquithe, Jace thought to himself. The urge to steal it was not insignificant.

      His attention shifted to Salvon as the old man addressed the seers, Xionne standing beside him.

      “…so you can see, the wheels are in motion. The balance of magic has shifted, the creatures of legend returning. It is only a matter of time before the Dark Lord’s minions break through The Fractured Lands. Perhaps it has already happened. We must prepare…”

      Jace closed the door, Salvon’s words again muffled.

      “Why did you close it?” Narine whispered.

      “What if someone sees us? It is one thing if two young girls spot Zhialta and Jionna roaming the hallways. What if other sisters see us?” He pointed toward the door. “The real versions of these two women are out there. If one of them spotted us, it would stir up a world of trouble I would rather avoid.”

      She grimaced. “Did you hear what Salvon said? Xionne has been calling him Weaver since the moment she saw him. They seem to respect him, and he seems to know more than he lets on.”

      He nodded. “I noticed the same thing. While he admitted he has spent time here in the past, I get the feeling there is something he is hiding from us. From Rhoa, as well.”

      Footsteps came from the corridor, drawing closer. Jace grabbed Narine’s arm and pulled her down the stairs, slowly descending as he watched the doors that led outside. Hadnoddon appeared and stopped before the doors. Jace pulled her farther down, hugging close to the wall and praying she remained quiet. The stairwell, lacking the glowing dots of purple light, cast him and Narine in shadow.

      Still, Jace thought, if Hadnoddon’s eyes are as sharp as Rawk’s, darkness won’t hide us. His heart raced as he stood frozen in place, waiting.

      The dwarf glanced toward the stairwell before pulling the door open and stepping outside. Salvon’s voice again became clear for a moment, muffled again when the door swung shut. Jace released the breath he had been holding and heard Narine do the same.

      He looked down the long, dark stairwell and saw a dim light coming from another corridor. Curious, he gripped Narine’s hand and continued downward.
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      Following Jace, Narine wondered why he was leading her down the dark stairwell. After nearly being discovered by Hadnoddon, her stomach twisted, the anxiety stirring it to nausea as if she were caught on rough seas.

      Please don’t vomit. Please don’t vomit, she repeated to herself.

      When Jace reached the bottom, he peeked into the hallway and quickly pulled back. A moment later, he pulled her forward. A glance in both directions revealed a curved corridor like the ones they had seen above, but rather than glowing dots providing light, sconces lined the outer wall, each with a purple, glowing orb.

      The walls were nothing but simple, smooth stone until they finally came to a door on the inside wall of the circular corridor. The door was ornately carved and black as night. Jace tested the knob, which turned. He slowly opened it, revealing darkness.

      “Can you make us light?” he asked.

      “I can.” She turned toward the glowing orb to her right. “But why not just use that?”

      He gave her a wry look. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”

      After lifting the nearest orb off its sconce, he stepped into the room, holding the light above his head.

      The dim light didn’t reach very far, but it was enough to reveal the outline of shelving to each side filled with books. Jace approached one shelf, his appearance as the old woman one of consternation as his brow furrowed. An empty sconce adorned the wall beside the shelf. When Jace set the orb into it, a humming sound arose, causing both of them to back toward the door. Suddenly, light bloomed. Narine gasped at the sight.

      They stood in a sprawling, circular room. Row upon row of bookshelves filled the space, each packed full of books. At the end of each shelf was a glowing orb of light, just like the one beside them. In the middle of the space was a smaller walled chamber, also circular in shape. The space between the shelving and the room at the center was encircled by tables.

      “It’s a library. A huge library,” Narine said. “It may even outstrip the one at the University.”

      “I didn’t realize so many books existed in all the world,” Jace said. “I wonder what is in them.”

      He wandered down the first row of shelving. Narine followed, her gaze sweeping across the books. She immediately found it odd that every single one had a black spine. With her attention elsewhere, she didn’t notice Jace had stopped. Her toe struck his boot as she stepped past him. Flailing her arms, she fell face-first to the dusty stone floor.

      Jace looked down at her and chuckled. “You seem to have a talent for stumbling.”

      She pushed herself to her hands and knees, glancing up at him. “I am so glad you find my clumsiness amusing.”

      His laughter subsided. “You are right. I’m sorry.”

      Preparing to stand, she observed an oddity on the bottom shelf beside her – one book lying on top of others rather than standing upright. She reached for the book and drew it from the shelf, examining it as she stood. The front cover contained gold-gilded runes unfamiliar to her. She opened it to a page marked with a strip of cloth. Jace leaned closer and read along with her.

      “So, with the thirty-first equalization of the moon after the fourteenth son of Pallan takes the throne, his eldest seed will meet his end. The betrayer will pay with his life, but the seed cannot be reclaimed. A darkness hangs over this family, tragedy pursuing at every turn, for the passing of the eldest marks the beginning of the end for all but the final seed. Should this child of Pallan claim the throne, a fire shall rise in the south, sure to claim anything in its path.”

      Jace grabbed the book from her and closed it. “What kind of nonsense is this?”

      “It sounds like prophecy.”

      “It sounds like gibberish.” He slid the book into a gap on a shelf.

      The two of them advanced deeper into the library, past rows of shelves as they approached the room at the center. A closed door waited, the wood stained red. Runes covered the door, the image of a large eye in the middle. But rather than a circular pupil, a rounded, vertical slit graced the center of the eye, reminding Narine of a wyvern’s gaze. She sensed power beyond the door, as if someone were inside, wielding magic, but it felt unfamiliar, foreign.

      “There is something…magical inside this room. I can sense it,” she said.

      Jace reached out and placed his palm against the door, frowning. “Where is the lock? The knob?” He looked at her. “Can you open it with magic?”

      Narine considered the idea. “Perhaps physical manipulation?”

      “Try it.”

      She drew on her magic and formed a construct. From somewhere behind her came a resonance, pulsing like a heartbeat, the energy disorienting. Fighting through it, she used her magic to probe the door, seeking a point of entry, finding nothing. In fact, she couldn’t even slip her magic through the tight seal beneath the door. Rather than dismissing her magic, she turned toward the resonance and began following the low, throbbing hum.

      “Where are you going?” Jace asked from somewhere behind her.

      She ignored him, navigating around the rows of shelving, covering a quarter of the circle before she found the source.

      It came from the bottom shelf, near the wall. Squatting, she ran her hand along the books, a construct of illusion swirling around her outstretched palm. When she encountered a book with a midnight blue binding, the illusion construct twisted into something else – something she had never before seen. She gasped as her magic slipped away.

      Gripping the book, she pulled it from the shelf and stood.

      “What is happening?” Jace asked.

      “This book… There is something about it.” She cradled it in her hands, holding her breath as she opened it. The odd, flowing script on the pages was familiar, yet disheartening.

      “Hassakani,” Jace said. “Can you read it?”

      She shook her head. “No.” Flipping through the pages, she stopped at a drawing.

      It depicted a construct unknown to her, the very roots of it unlike any spell she had been taught at the University. Running her hand over it, her mind raced, wondering at the possibilities. Could this be a lost construct? If so, it might open the door to a new use of magic. The desire to form the construct tugged at her will, requiring great effort to resist. I must decipher the text before I attempt it. It might be a trap. She had been taught that false constructs existed, intended to deceive. Applying magic to such constructs might lead to pain, permanent impairment, or instant death. None of those options appealed to her.

      She clutched the book and altered her illusion, masking the tome so it appeared as if she were simply clutching her stomach, the book hidden from view.

      “Let’s go.” She headed toward the door. “We have what we came for.”

      “We do?” Jace asked as he trailed after her.

      She grinned at his confusion. “Yes. A new use for magic is worth all the wealth in Fastella.”

      “Great.” He caught up, walking alongside her as she headed toward the door. “I don’t suppose you’ll let me sell it?”

      A snort came out. “Not for anything.” She paused and turned toward him. “Do you know anyone who can read Hassakani?”

      He grinned. “I believe I do.”
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      Rhoa stepped into the room, her stomach growling at the mere thought of food. The dining hall was located on the main floor, two stories below the rooms they were to use during their stay in Kelmar. It was a long room, curved like all the others. Ten tables, each large enough to seat twenty, filled the space, every table empty save for the one Rhoa and her companions were assigned. She took a seat on the bench between Blythe and Rawk, glancing at the pair of sisters standing at each end of the table, monitoring their every move. Are we guests or prisoners? Rhoa wondered. The seers claimed the prior but behaved as if it were the latter.

      A hand gripped her shoulder. She turned as Jace leaned between her and Rawk.

      “Do you mind if I sit beside Rhoa?” Jace asked the dwarf.

      Rawk looked at her, his purple eyes conveying reluctance, although he nodded and slid aside to make room. After stepping over the bench, Jace settled to fill the gap.

      “I’m starving,” the thief said as he reached for the pewter cup before him. He took a sip and frowned. “Ugh. Milk.”

      “Goat’s milk,” Jionna said from her standing position at the end of the table.

      “Even worse. Do you have ale, by chance?”

      The confused look on the seer’s face left Rhoa wondering if she had ever heard of ale. Another sister rang a bell, the high-pitched peal echoing in the chamber.

      A string of men marched through the door at the end of the room, each carrying a plate of food. They were all shirtless and wore flowing, loose, white trousers that were tight at the ankles. Their feet were bare, their black hair cut identically – straight across the bangs, hanging down at the sides, reaching the nape of their neck. Most noticeably, they were all young, none older than thirty, and all handsome, their bodies lean and fit.

      The male servants split apart, half going to each side of the table. Lining up behind each of Rhoa’s companions, they stood still, staring off into space. Rhoa focused on the man standing behind Narine, her eyes narrowed as she watched closely. It was difficult to tell if he was even breathing.

      “You may serve them,” Yinette instructed.

      The servants moved as one, each placing a plate on the table before one of the guests. They then formed two lines and marched back out the door, not a word said.

      “Please, eat,” Jionna said.

      Rhoa picked up her fork and looked down at the food. Odd, dark shapes she assumed were vegetables and slabs of raw fish. She cut into the fish and took a bite, the flesh smooth on her tongue and almost causing her to gag. She swallowed with a grimace.

      “Interesting meal,” Jace said. “This is food, right?”

      “Yes. It is helving and horchatto,” Yinette replied. “One of our most common meals.”

      His face twisted. “I have no idea what those things are.” With his fork, he picked up one of the vegetables – dark, wet, and limp. “Which is this?”

      “Horchatto. It is a plant that grows in our gardens. Quite tasty.”

      The thief poked at the meat on his plate. “So, this raw fish… It’s helving?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can I get it cooked?”

      Jionna frowned. “Why would we do that? It would ruin the flavor.”

      Rhoa looked up. “Yes. Can I get mine cooked, as well? I… I cannot eat it like this.”

      Everyone began asking for their fish to be cooked. The sisters were visibly frazzled by the request.

      Finally, Jionna sighed. “Fine. Give us your plates.”

      Everyone except Salvon, Rawk, and Algoron held their plates out as the four seers collected them, each holding two plates before heading out the doors, leaving them alone.

      Jace leaned close to Rhoa. “Can you read Hassakani?”

      She gave him a sidelong glance and shrugged. “It has been a while.”

      He reached behind his back, digging beneath his coat. A book emerged, its dark blue cover etched in gold. Keeping it in his lap, he opened it to the first page.

      “What does this say?”

      Narine leaned forward, listening closely, curiosity blazing in her eyes.

      Rhoa looked down at the book in the dim light. The writing on the page was large, immediately giving her the impression of the book title, the script curled and elegant.

      Her eyes narrowed as she puzzled out the words, reciting them in a halting stutter. “The…Compendium of…of Applied Research Regarding…Constructs of…Augmentation.”

      With a furrowed brow, Jace stared at her for a long moment before closing the book and slipping it behind his back again. Then he looked at Narine. “What does that mean?”

      “Augmentation…,” Narine repeated the word, her eyes flicking about as if searching for something. “I don’t know what that means. I only know that the constructs pictured in the book are not like anything I was taught at the University.”
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      Rapture. It consumed everything, the power of prayers a tidal wave washing away all existence. Thurvin Arnolle exulted in it.

      Upon his crystal throne, high above the city of Marquithe, the wizard lord drew in threads of Devotion by the tens of thousands, each prayer charging his magic. With two Ghealdan cities under his rule, including the great city of Fastella, his power was unequaled, the prayers of those citizens honoring Farrow rather than their own god. Never once did he consider how it might affect Gheald or the rest of the world. Such concerns were beneath him.

      The incoming charge of magic leveled, his power seemingly capped, and he knew he had reached the end of Devotion. Reluctantly, he released the spell from the sapphire in the throne. The blue flames surrounding him faded, the inferno becoming a simple ring of shimmering light. Rising to his feet, he stepped through the flames, sensing no heat, and stopped at the outer edge of the tower, leaning against a rounded pillar as he gazed over his city.

      Somewhere below, crimes were being committed. A murder for hire, the theft of an heirloom, the smuggling of houza, an illegal Kyranni liquor – all at his command, all feeding his personal coffers.

      It is ironic. I make the laws, enforce the laws, and break the laws. A smile spread across his face. I am the law.

      With the power coursing through his veins, he was much more than that. He drew on his magic, it filling him until he glowed brightly and thought he might explode. With it, he could do practically anything…yet he was trapped, forced to remain near his tower in order to initiate Devotion each evening.

      There must be a means to extend my power, to have greater influence over other cities and rival nations. While he believed it was so, he had no solution to the conundrum.

      Climbing onto the ledge surrounding the tower, he looked down, the buildings hundreds of feet below. Then he stepped off the edge.

      The fall brought a thrill, an adrenaline-pumping, heart-stopping thrill. He willed a construct of physical manipulation into existence, the disk of blue-tinted magic surrounding his open palm. With a thought and a twist of his wrist, a rope of magic lashed out, curled upward, and wrapped about one of the thick pillars above. The other end of the magic cable looped about his waist, the lasso drawing taut, stopping his fall. A wave of his hand swung him out from the tower, lifting him upward and outward until he was higher than anything in Marquithe.

      Extending the thread of magic, Thurvin shot out, far over the city, until he was halfway between the Tower of Devotion and Marquithe’s outer wall. His arms spread out, he commanded the rope to accelerate, and he burst forward, reaching an incredible speed while looping in an expanding circle with the palace in the center. To anyone below, he would appear to be flying. To a wizard, he would appear frightening, the display of magic something nobody had ever attempted. Yet he performed the task with ease.

      Yes, he thought. This city is mine to do with as I wish. Soon, Ghealdor will fall beneath my thumb, and the world shall tremble.
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      Thurvin entered his private chamber and willed the enchanted lanterns to light, casting the room in a pale blue aura. The meeting with Farmondt, who had assumed his role as The Whispering Man, replayed in his head. Farmondt, a long-time smuggler, had been working for Thurvin for years. The man had proven quick-witted and consistently produced results. While Thurvin didn’t completely trust him, he needed someone to step into his old role, to manage the underbelly of Marquithe and his network of informants. Based on what he had seen thus far, Farmondt had proven a wise choice. He wondered if the man knew Thurvin had assigned others in the organization to watch over things and report anything that might seem out of the ordinary.

      He made for the bar and poured himself a brandy. Aged to perfection, it was smooth and carried a hint of smokiness. The barrel came from Malvorian’s private stock, the drink something the wizard lord used to share with him before his untimely death. There were times Thurvin missed his old master, but Malvorian had proven his incompetence, and it was now his turn to rule.

      “Sorry, Malvorian.” He held up his glass. “There can be only one wizard lord in Marquithe.” Then he took a drink.

      “Congratulations,” a raspy voice said from behind him.

      In a flash, Thurvin drew in his magic, the room filling with the bright glow of his power as he spun about, eyes searching the room, prepared to defend or attack. There was nobody in sight.

      “Show yourself!” he growled.

      A shadow from beside the curtain stepped forward – the shape of a cloaked man, features blurred, body transparent. “It is I, Vanda. Your old master’s humble servant.”

      The glass fell from Thurvin’s hand, shattering when it struck the tiled floor. Despite the power he held, he backed away, his hand against his chest. “By Farrow, I see a vile spirit come to haunt me.”

      Vanda chuckled. “No. Nothing so dramatic. What you see is a mere aspect of my true self, projected over a great distance.”

      What dark magic is this? “Where are you? How is this possible?”

      “By leveraging the power of the Oracle, I am able to extend my presence beyond the boundaries of space.”

      “Why come to me?”

      “As you are aware, it was I who placed Malvorian on a path toward greater power.”

      Thurvin grew wary. Does he seek to avenge Malvorian? Can he know of what I have done? “I am aware.”

      The apparition flickered and advanced a step. “Moreover, capturing the cities of Ghealdor and acquiring the power of their prayers was but the first step. In order to see more clearly the path to come, I traveled to Kelmar and sought answers hidden in prophecy.”

      Thurvin had heard of the seers, but the stories were not good. “You conspire with witches?”

      Vanda held his palms out in supplication. “I merely leverage the unique abilities of the seers in your favor, Lord Thurvin. I have unearthed information that will be of utmost use to further your agenda.”

      Despite his hesitancy to deal with the seers, Thurvin was practical enough not to dismiss an opportunity. “Go on.”

      “Know that even now, others move against you – a conspiracy to the north, a fire to the south, a betrayal to the east. Left unchecked, you will soon lose what you have gained and, perhaps, much more.”

      Scowling, Thurvin said, “Resistance is to be expected. In each case, I will deal with any challenge as it arises. Already, my power is unequaled.”

      “Yet you are limited in its use, confined to this very city by the threads of Devotion feeding your abilities.”

      Thurvin scowled at the statement. “Every wizard lord is bound to the same restrictions.”

      “What if I could give you a means to extend your acquired magic beyond your borders?”

      Hunger for more information forced Thurvin’s feet to lurch forward, his fists clenching. “What is it?”

      The ghostly man chuckled. “Before I departed Marquithe, I had secreted a book of magic – a text translated from ancient Vantath, the preceding language to Hassakani. My own name was given in honor of that language.” The man’s image rippled and faded. Thurvin feared he might disappear before sharing the information. When the shadow stabilized, Vanda continued. “The book reveals a forgotten strain of constructs. With it, you may extend your power and further secure your position.”

      A new use for magic? The ability to extend my power? Thurvin’s heart raced with the possibilities. “Where is it hidden? I must have it,” he demanded, unable to mask the eagerness in his voice.

      “Go to the room I used while at the palace. Slice open the mattress. You will find it there. However, take care with this information. Your enemies will pursue it with diligence once the existence of this forgotten magic is exposed.”

      Exercising restraint, Thurvin resisted bolting from his chamber to search for the book.

      “I must go,” Vanda said. “The fugitives you pursue will be here soon, and I cannot be seen.”

      “What?” Thurvin thought of Despaldi, whom he hadn’t seen in weeks. “The thief who stole the Eye?”

      “The very same. He and his companions are destined for Kelmar to consult with the Oracle. I know not where they will head next, but I must be away before they arrive. I will be unable to contact you again, unless in person. May the gods be with you.”

      The apparition shook, flickered, and faded. Thurvin released his magic, the room darkening once again.

      While the conversation had been enlightening, Vanda’s final revelation disturbed him. Not only had Despaldi failed to reclaim the Eye, but the dwarf remained on the loose, as well. Without Algoron’s skill, Thurvin would soon run out of gems, which would leave him unable to capture Pallanar.

      Why do the thief and his cohorts seek the seers? he wondered.

      The witches were rumored to live far to the east, somewhere near the Pallanar Ice Fields. It was a great distance to travel, and nobody would do so without a compelling reason. Worse, it placed the fugitives much farther from his reach.

      The other reason for Vanda’s message spurred Thurvin to rush from the room, pulling the door closed while nodding to the guard patrolling the corridor. As he walked past, the man stood at attention.

      “Do you require an escort, Lord Thurvin?” the guard asked.

      Thurvin waved him off. “I am only going down to the third level. Surely I will be safe in my own castle.” He didn’t wait for a response as he hurried toward the stairs.

      “Very well, Your Majesty,” the man called after him.

      When Thurvin reached the third floor, he followed the hallway to the end. Vanda’s room had been the last on the right, the man rarely leaving it, living a reclusive life during his stay. Not once had any of Thurvin’s informants seen Vanda in the streets. Even before he left, the man was more a ghost than not, his shadowy visit on this evening strikingly appropriate.

      The door was locked, but Thurvin had no patience to wait for a key. A simple construct of physical manipulation blasted the door off the frame. It struck the floor with a thunderous thud as he stormed inside.

      The curtains were drawn back, the bright, round moon shining through the tall, east-facing window. A beam of pale light illuminated a cozy interior furnished with a bed, a nightstand, a chest, a desk, and a chair.

      Thurvin headed straight for the bed and tore back the quilt and sheets. He crafted a construct of energy, formed a sharpened point of hardened air, and tore open the mattress. Feathers puffed out, drifting toward the floor as he reached inside. At first, he found only more feathers, the quills poking him as he dug around. His hand then clamped around a book. He removed it and stepped into the moonbeam.

      The cover was black, the book a foot wide and an inch thick. He opened it to the first page to reveal elegant, flowing script.

      “The Compendium of Applied Research Regarding Constructs of Augmentation.”

      Paging through it, he stopped when he located the first drawing. It was a construct unlike anything he had ever seen. His heart began to pound, and he burst into laughter. He had no idea what a construct of augmentation might do, but the book in his hands would make him even more dominant.

      Guards appeared in the doorway, swords drawn as they peered into the room. “Sire!” one said in surprise. “Are you well?”

      Thurvin’s laughter subsided as he approached the men. “Oh, I am well. In fact, I feel wonderful.” He slipped past them and glanced backward. “Please, have someone repair the door.”

      Whistling, he cradled his prize as he headed back to his chamber.
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      A knock came from the door. Jace jerked alert, although he was already awake and had eaten, his empty breakfast tray sitting on the table across the room. This place is so quiet. Any noise seems out of place.

      “Yes?” he called out.

      “It is Sister Jionna. I am coming in.”

      A key slid into the lock. It was only the third such event since their arrival at Kelmar, the first two consisting of dinner the prior evening and breakfast earlier. At least that was the way he imagined the time to be. Lacking access to the sun, he could not tell if it were day or night.

      Jionna stepped in and bowed. “I have been sent to request your presence in the Oracle.”

      He rose. “What does that mean?”

      “It is a great honor. Many years have passed since outsiders have been allowed.”

      Grimacing, Jace stared at the woman in frustration, suspecting she was purposely avoiding any satisfactory response. “I feel so special.”

      “As well you should,” she replied in an even tone.

      He rolled his eyes, his sarcasm lost on her.

      “If you would be so kind as to join the others…”

      When the seer stepped into the corridor, he followed, his jaw set in defiance. His companions had also started gathering in the corridor, each with a seer by his or her side. Narine’s gaze met his own in a silent exchange. She would be ready with her magic should things take a bad turn. Yinette stood beside her, the tall woman’s gaze somehow making him feel as if she were undressing him with her dark eyes.

      “Please, follow us.” Jionna walked past Yinette, the taller woman joining her as they headed down the corridor.

      Jace fell in line behind Brogan, Blythe, and Rhoa, the others trailing. Salvon was noticeably absent, leaving Jace, once again, wondering about the man. Nobody said a word as they walked, a cloud of nervous anticipation hanging over them.

      After they descended the stairs, they reached the main hall. Crossing it, they passed through the black doorway, hearing a buzz of conversation ahead. They turned at the intersection and headed through the doors leading to the circular hub at the heart of the building. As he and Narine had seen the night prior, the seating surrounding the space was filled by women dressed in white.

      They walked down the ramp and descended to the bottom of the bowl. The crystal throne sat empty, the diamond above it dull, lacking the soft glow from the other evening. Surrounding the dais in the center, eight narrow, wooden tables had been arranged like spokes of a wagon wheel. Amid the tables, Xionne and Zhialta waited.

      “Welcome to the Oracle,” Zhialta said. “Centuries have passed since outsiders were last invited to join our sacred circle.”

      “Invited?” Jace replied. “You continue to speak about us as if we are guests, yet you treat us like prisoners. Besides, we know nothing of prophecy. For that matter, I don’t believe anyone can predict the future.” As he spoke, he examined the spectacular, yet odd surroundings.

      “You still do not understand,” Xionne said. “The Oracle will enlighten. Rather than attempt to explain, you shall experience it for yourself.”

      Jace turned to his companions, expecting a few others to speak up, but found no support. Even Narine gave him a look that clearly conveyed she wished him to comply.

      “Just do it,” Brogan growled, the man’s eyes glaring with a threat.

      Sighing, Jace climbed onto the closest table and lay down. “Is this what you want?”

      “You are doing it wrong,” Zhialta said in a flat voice.

      “What?”

      “Your head should be at the other end, away from the center of the circle.”

      With an eye roll, he sat up, spun, and lay back down. “Is this acceptable, or do I need to twist into some horribly uncomfortable position, as well?”

      Her tone unchanged, the old woman nodded. “Your current position is perfectly acceptable.”

      Releasing his frustration in a long exhale, Jace stared at the rocky dome high above him, the purple sparkles in the stone like so many stars. Around him, the others each claimed a table, while Zhialta joined her sisters, filling the lone gap in the circle of white.

      Xionne climbed up on the dais, then did something unexpected. Reaching behind her head, she untied her blindfold and pulled it off, her eyes closed. When they opened, Jace gasped.

      Like the surrounding stone, her eyes were filled with glowing points of light on a black background, the lights slowly swirling and drifting like reflections in flowing water. She set her blindfold aside and sat on the crystal throne upon the dais.

      The sisters joined hands and began to hum, the sound reverberating throughout the Oracle, low and quiet at first, soon rising in both tone and volume. The throne tilted backward, stopping with Xionne’s head directly below the diamond, the humming continuously growing louder. Just when Jace feared he would have to cover his ears, the tone found a steady resonance and the diamond blazed to life with a bright, white light. A beam of swirling, purple lights shone up from Xionne’s eyes and into the diamond, the light mixing and spreading in streaks of white, black, and purple. The cyclone of swirling light against the domed ceiling began to shift, colors and shapes almost forming something coherent. Jace peered into it, sensing something beyond. It felt like he was trying to see something in the distance through the pouring rain. The murkiness cleared and reality melted.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Memories of her Trial at the University flashed in Narine’s mind as the Oracle became something else. Unlike that experience, she now found herself bodiless, floating in a blackness. She looked down and saw a circular swirl of lights below, the brightest in the center. It took a moment before she realized she was peering down at the Oracle from a great height, much higher than the domed ceiling over Kelmar. With a thought, she spun in a full circle, searching for her companions, finding herself alone in the darkness.

      In this dark void, she lingered, unsure of what to expect. She felt cold and isolated in the emptiness.

      Her surroundings lurched, the gloom again becoming a whirlpool of white and purple, evolving into an array of shapes and colors until the spinning stopped and she was, once again, lying on the table.

      The seers ceased their aria, the sisters falling quiet. A hum came from the crystal throne as it tilted forward until Xionne sat upright. The seer seemed upset, her brow furrowed, her eyes dark, save for the sparkling dots of purple drifting about inside them.

      “The future remains clouded.” She rose from the throne and replaced her blindfold over her eyes.

      Narine sat upright, her companions doing the same, all eyes on Xionne.

      “The augury remains obscured.” The seer’s gaze was affixed on Narine. “If we cannot see into the future, we must investigate the past and identify every prophecy that has proven accurate up until now. Only then might we glean clues toward what might occur next.”

      The seer stepped down from the dais and waved Narine and her companions toward her. As before, Zhialta joined them and stood at Xionne’s side, the old woman scowling.

      Xionne said, “With your assistance, we will sift through each prophecy and examine the events recognizable to you. Any outcome that strays from our timeline will be deemed false. From what remains, we will attempt to establish the possible paths toward success, as well as those leading to utter failure. With this information, we shall endeavor toward the best possible outcome, whatever it may be.”

      The two seers then walked toward the exit, the other sisters clustering to follow. Confused by what had just transpired, Narine turned toward Jace. He gave her a shrug and followed the train of women in white.
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        * * *

      

      Narine found herself back in the library below the Oracle. This time, she and Jace were joined by Rhoa, Adyn, Rawk, Algoron, Brogan, Blythe, and a handful of seers. Notably, Salvon was not included.

      Her return to the library lacked both the sense of wonder and the cloud of anxiety from their prior visit. She realized she missed both.

      I am beginning to see why Jace pursues a life on the edge. It is so…exciting.

      They were introduced to Sisters Tabitha and Margarete, the resident librarians. Tabitha was even older than Zhialta, the woman’s hair white wisps, her lean frame bent and gnarled. In contrast, Margarete was tall, her frame making her appear a giant when standing beside Tabitha. Both wore their hair back in a braid, neither possessing an ounce of humor.

      At the direction of Xionne, the two women began perusing the bookshelves, collecting titles with barely a glance at the binding. It appeared random and haphazard, but Narine suspected the women knew their business. The library holdings easily exceeded ten thousand books, which left her wondering if the two women had memorized the contents and location of each and every one of them.

      The selected books were placed in stacks upon the tables surrounding the inner chamber where the ominous red door remained closed, its presence drawing Narine’s attention again and again. I wonder what is hidden inside that room. The allure of the mystery had her imagining anything from enchanted objects, to gold, to a gateway to another world. The last idea made her chuckle, thinking it ridiculous.

      Narine and her companions were split into two groups, each assigned a seer to translate the recorded prophecies and guide their research. The groups were assigned so the members who knew each other best were apart, leaving Narine with Brogan, Algoron, and Rhoa. In the other group were Jace, Adyn, Rawk, and Blythe.

      Sister Harrietta, one of the translators, explained, “Separating the individuals with the most shared experiences will serve us best by giving a more complete view of your individual histories.” She and two other sisters led the other group to the table across the room.

      A middle-aged woman named Sister Ivarian led Narine’s contingency, along with two other sisters – a short, pudgy woman named Olivia and a tall, gaunt woman named Patrice. Ivarian had dark hair, a turned-up nose, and severe eyebrows that made her appear angry. Perhaps she is. The other two were younger and quiet, both quick to obey Ivarian’s every command.

      Each sister would open a book, leaf through it until she found clues relating to the recent time period. Marked pages would be handed to Ivarian, who would translate. Throughout the process, Narine listened intently. The concept of prophecy was alluring, despite the focus being on the past. Much of it seemed innocuous and oftentimes made little sense, but she was determined to learn more about the subject.

      From across the room, Sister Harrietta read to the others in the same manner, her droning voice mixing with Ivarian’s, filling the room until Narine’s attention wavered and she began drifting off. Just when her eyelids grew heavy, Ivarian read something that caught her attention.

      “…from the tower where charmed relics hide, the Charlatan of Ages shall claim the eye that blinds. Stealing off into the night, he will attempt the ultimate objective to the scheme and seek to end the reign of the Hound.”

      “Hold on,” Narine said, turning toward the other table and raising her voice. “Jace.” The seer beside him paused her reading as he turned toward Narine. “Didn’t Xionne call you the Charlatan of Ages?”

      He grinned. “It is a fancy title. I may keep that one.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Come over here.”

      Rising, he walked over and leaned forward with his hands on the table, glancing from Ivarian to Narine. “What is it?”

      “Listen to this passage.” Narine nodded toward Ivarian, who repeated the paragraph. When finished, Narine looked at Jace. “I believe it describes you and the Eye of Obscurance.”

      He frowned. “I agree, but it’s off. I didn’t steal the amulet. Rhoa did.”

      “What?” Narine furrowed her brow at Rhoa. “You aren’t a thief.”

      Rhoa tilted her head in a half-shrug. “No. Not usually…”

      Standing upright, Jace snorted. “Maybe not, but you could be. You showed some skill that night, even if it required a dash of luck.” He rubbed his stubble-covered jaw, his eyes narrowed as he stared into space. “I was in the storage room where the amulet was hidden, but she got to it before me and jumped out the top window of the Enchanter’s Tower. It’s not as if I could follow her.”

      Narine’s eyes widened as she turned toward Rhoa. “That tower must be two hundred feet tall.”

      “Two fifty, easily,” Jace replied.

      Rhoa shrugged. “While taller than our menagerie tent, it was nothing I hadn’t done before.”

      Ivarian interjected. “If Jace did not steal the Eye, this prophecy is false.”

      He said, “In that case, it’s false.”

      The woman scowled and set the book aside, adding to the stack of those she had previously discarded. She then opened another book and turned to the page Olivia had marked earlier, her eyes scanning over it as if nothing else mattered.

      Narine looked up at Jace and mouthed, She is so much fun.

      He leaned close and whispered, “Mine is no better.”

      Jace walked away, leaving Narine and her group with the three seers. Clearing her throat, Ivarian began to read aloud. Narine sighed inwardly as she watched sister Margarete place another stack of books on the table beside her own. There were already more than a hundred titles to review. She wondered if the sisters intended to read each and every one.

      This might take a while.
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        * * *

      

      Narine leaned over the small table in Rhoa’s room, recording each word as Rhoa haltingly translated the text from the book. In the meantime, Jace lay on Rhoa’s bed, tossing a blade into the air and catching it between flattened palms. It was distracting, and she had to bite back the concern she felt when she looked over and saw him catch the knife just inches from his face.

      Rhoa spoke for the first time in over a minute. “I think this word is…liberty or freedom.” She frowned. “No, the context is wrong. It means…release.”

      Narine pulled her gaze from Jace and wrote it down. Rather than mention the blade, she chose another tactic. “Jace, perhaps you would prefer to go back to your room and get some sleep. There’s no need for all three of us to be tired tomorrow.”

      He sat up and swung his legs off the bed. “I feel like I have been sleeping all day. Sitting in that basement, listening to Sister Harrietta drone on and on… It leaves me in a stupor, nearly unconscious but not quite. The only thing making this place tolerable is picking a few locks and sneaking in here at night.” He glanced toward the window. “Is it even nighttime right now?”

      Narine arched a brow. “Lock picking and sneaking? You find nothing else of interest? Perhaps the company you keep?”

      He stood and approached. “Of course I prefer your presence. It’s the only reason I agreed to come to this forsaken place.” His eyes flicked to Rhoa and back. “Perhaps you and I should leave. Rhoa could use some rest, and we could…” His grin made his intent evident.

      While his invitation was an interesting idea, Narine desperately wished to know more about the book and its mysterious contents.

      Rhoa said, “I have the next section translated.” She tapped on Narine’s notes. “Read the last paragraph for me, and I’ll pick up from there.”

      Narine dipped her pen into the well and prepared to write the next passage. The paper, ink, and pen had been procured by Jace while in the library earlier that day. She had asked him how he had managed it, there never being a moment any of them had been left alone. A wink was his only response, leaving her curiosity unsated.

      She focused on her script and began at the latest section of words. “The construct must then be sealed, the core pulled to the surface, leaving a gap for the magic to release…”

      Rhoa spoke, reading slowly. “The larger the gap, the more rapid the release. While a rapid release creates a more vigorous effect, it will also burn off more rapidly.”

      Excitement again stirred within Narine as she read the entirety of the script. It had taken two hours, but they had finally completed the introduction to the book. What it revealed confirmed her initial suspicion. More importantly, it opened a door to new possibilities, something that could change the world. But she needed more, needed to understand one of the constructs. How to manipulate it, how to master it.

      “It’s not so late.” She shrugged. “Let’s see if we can complete another page.”

      Jace sighed and backed up until he collapsed onto the bed. “I give up.”
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      Dots of purple light sparkled in the ceiling, reminding Narine of journeying from Fastella to Starmuth when she and her companions had slept beneath the starlit sky. At the time, she thought her life complicated with her mad father dead and power-hungry brother sure to see the end of her. Since graduating from the University, her life had spun out of control, the chaos surrounding her gaining momentum with each passing week. Yet she had never been happier.

      Her mind drifted as she lay alone on her bed, thoughts shifting from the tantalizing threads of prophecy to the book of magic she and Jace had discovered.

      Jace… The mere thought of him made her smile. Is this love? She could not deny it was something forceful, a magic of a different sort. If only he were here now.

      A click from the door drew her from her musings. She sat up and stared at it as another click sounded, the lock disarming, the knob turning.

      Jace slipped inside, her lips forming a smile at the sight of him.

      He groaned. “What poor luck.”

      “Why? What’s wrong?” she asked in alarm.

      “I was hoping I might catch you changing or in the tub. Instead, you sit here fully clothed.”

      She chuckled and shook her head. “You are such a scoundrel.”

      He shrugged. “I could pretend otherwise, but I see no reason to do so. My true self has been exposed, and I have little chance of making you believe differently at this point.”

      Rising, she crossed the room and gave him a kiss. He squeezed her firmly, her pulse racing. She pushed away before she was drawn in too deeply. “Did you come here for any specific reason? Perhaps to visit Rhoa and continue to decipher the book we found?”

      His face darkened. “I have had enough of books and such scholarly activities for today. I thought we might seek more…adventurous activities.”

      She crossed her arms and gave him a reproachful look. “I am not your plaything, waiting for you to tumble whenever you get the urge.”

      He grinned. “While proving you wrong in that regard is an enticing challenge, I had other plans.”

      Relaxing her stance, she asked, “Such as?”

      Pointing toward the window, he replied, “There is an entire city teeming with activity while we are locked in this asylum studying books written ages ago. Don’t you wish to investigate? Aren’t you curious?”

      Flashes from their brief trip through the city surfaced in her head – dwarven men, women, and children, in addition to the strange human men. Something had seemed odd, but with everything else happening, she had put little thought toward the issue.

      “Now that you mention it, an evening in the city might be interesting.”

      “Wonderful.” He grinned. “Cast an illusion and we will go.”

      “Illusion?”

      “Yes. The same as last time. That is, unless you prefer the role of Zhialta.”

      “No. Jionna is fine.”

      She used her magic, again transforming each of them into the likeness of a seer. Jace then led her out the door and to the stairwell. Once on the main floor, he peered into the receiving hall and pulled back, grimacing.

      “Hadnoddon is out there, talking to another guard. We will have to get past him. If he says anything, just act snobbish and say, Seer business.”

      He took her arm and the two of them crossed the hall, heading directly toward the door beyond Hadnoddon.

      The dwarf stopped in mid-sentence, narrowing his eyes as Jace and Narine approached. “Greetings, sisters. What were you doing in the guest quarters at this hour?”

      Hesitating for a breath, Narine said in her best princess tone, “Seer business.”

      A deep frown twisted the dwarf’s thick, black beard. “What does that mean? And where are you going?”

      Grasping for a response, lacking any clever ideas, she replied, “Seer business.”

      Narine and Jace slipped past the two dwarfs and outside. They hurried down the steps and along the path between two empty sparring yards. She cast a backward glance, catching a brief glimpse of Hadnoddon watching them from the top of the stairs until a building blocked him from sight. The path wound between two Guardian barracks, then opened to a square. They continued beyond the square and entered a street, dwarfs walking about. At the first alley, Jace yanked Narine inside.

      “Change yourself to a dwarf,” he said. “Make me look like one of those silent male workers.”

      “I am a bit tall for a dwarf,” she replied in a doubtful tone.

      “You have the talent to pull it off.” A friendly smile followed. “I believe in you.”

      That alone made her want to kiss him. Instead, she drew in her magic, altered their appearances, and tied off the flows to a trickle, feeding the new images with threads of magic to hold them in place.

      Hers was that of a middle-aged female dwarf with dark hair, a deep frown, and a drab, gray dress. He was a dark-haired man with a vacant look and ragged clothing.

      When they emerged from the alley, Jace tugged her arm, leading her back toward the temple. While she wished to go the other route, she trusted his instincts. Three steps were all they took before Hadnoddon and the guard appeared, the two of them hurrying down the street. Without casting a second glance at them, the dwarfs rushed past, leaving Narine with Jace and the thumping of her own pulse.

      He leaned close and whispered, “When being followed, turn the tables. It will throw them off without letting them know you are aware of the pursuit. They never expect you to come toward them. I have done it numerous times, often with nothing more than a superficial change of clothes. Works every time.” He chuckled. “With your illusion ability, well… It’s just not fair.” He glanced backward and shook his head. “Poor chaps.”

      They turned at the square and entered another street two intersections away.

      He then pulled her into an alcove. “Drop the illusion.”

      “What? Why?”

      “This city is unique, and visitors must be rare. I wish to observe their reaction to strangers. Besides…” He grinned. “I desperately prefer to look upon the real you.”

      She released the illusion, shook her head, and said, “You are far too smooth for your own good, Mister Landish. Your obvious flattery makes me pause in fear of your intentions.”

      He cupped her chin and gave her a kiss. “Your instincts are improving.”

      Taking her hand, he led her down the street.

      A pair of middle-aged female dwarfs dressed in simple gray dresses passed by, staring at them the entire time. Once beyond them, the women began to whisper to each other, glancing backward again and again until Jace and Narine turned a corner.

      He squeezed her hand and stopped to read the sign above a building. “The Cup of Life.” A grin spread across his face, and Narine could tell he was having fun. “Sounds like a taproom.”

      A male voice arose from behind them. “Why am I not surprised?”

      Narine and Jace spun around with a start.

      She gasped. “Salvon?”
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      With narrowed eyes, Jace watched Salvon open the door, the old man holding it and gesturing inside. It seems we are not all locked away for our own safety, Jace thought, followed by a dozen questions. This seems an ideal opportunity to get some answers.

      “Thank you,” Narine said, stepping toward the door until Jace grasped her arm.

      “Sorry, but in Adyn’s absence,” Jace said, “I should go first to ensure it is safe.”

      She appeared ready to issue a retort, her expression relaxing as she, instead, gave a nod.

      He stepped into a deep room lined with stone tables and benches, the space large enough for a hundred patrons. Only five tables were occupied. In the center was a circular bar, a female dwarf standing behind and serving a pair of dwarven guards. The men’s helmets rested on the bar, and each held a dark cup in their hand.

      Salvon headed into the room. Narine followed, Jace a step behind. When the old man reached the bar, the bartender greeted him.

      “Weaver. You have returned.” The bartender had dark eyes and a round face, her black hair tied back in a braid. “How long has it been?”

      “Seven years or so,” Salvon said. “It is good to see you, Arletta.”

      Her gaze shifted to Jace, then Narine. “Two more humans. Your guests?”

      “Friends,” the old man said. “They are among those staying at the temple.”

      The woman nodded. “I heard. Your appearance caused a stir. Outsiders are rare, but a full party of them… That’s just unheard of.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why are the lot of you here?”

      Salvon’s grin fell away. “I fear a dark future lies before us, Arletta. More than that, I cannot say.”

      She snorted. “Even that is more than you’ll get from the seers. I respect them as much as anyone in Kelmar, but forthrightness is not among their virtues.”

      It was Jace’s turn to snort. “Those women twist words into knots a seasoned scholar would be challenged to unravel.”

      Smiling with a nod, she replied, “You have the truth of it. What can I do for you?”

      With hopeful anticipation, Jace asked, “Do you have ale?”

      “What is ale?”

      A groan of disappointment slipped out. “I was afraid you might say that.” After all, how could they grow grains inside a mountain?

      Stroking his beard, Salvon said, “Perhaps you will enjoy ludicol.”

      “Ludicol?”

      “Yes. It’s a drink made from fermented leaves of the ludi plant. They serve it warm.”

      “Like tea?” Narine asked.

      The old man nodded. “Yes. It is much like tea.”

      “Tea sounds wonderful,” Narine said, turning to Jace. “Let’s try some.”

      Jace had never been a fan of tea, but with ale not an option, his lost enthusiasm was accompanied by a lack of resistance. “Fine. Two of those ludicrous things.”

      Salvon laughed. “Ludicol. Make it three, Arletta.”

      She nodded. “Very well.”

      She turned and approached the fireplace, using a heavy mitt to lift a kettle from it. As the woman poured three cups, Jace frowned in thought, his gaze remaining on the fireplace.

      “Where does the smoke go?”

      Salvon touched a finger to the side of his nose. “Wonderful observation. I asked the same question myself years ago. The chimneys have some sort of magic filter that cleans the smoke from the air. I actually had a worker remove one once so I could see it for myself. It was nothing but a metal ring with the scrawling text of an enchantment on it. How it works, I have no idea.”

      Three full cups were set before them. Arletta gave them a nod. “Enjoy. Let me know if you need anything else.”

      “How much do we owe you?” Jace asked.

      Her brow furrowed. “Owe?”

      Salvon patted the woman’s thick hand. “Don’t worry about it. They don’t understand your society.”

      Turning from the bar, the storyteller headed toward a quiet corner, his steaming cup in hand. Jace glanced at Narine, who shrugged.

      “Let’s sit with him,” he said. “I have questions that require answers.”

      She nodded and picked up her cup. “As do I.”

      The two of them crossed the room and selected chairs across from the old storyteller. Jace lifted the cup to his nose and sniffed the steaming liquid, his senses greeted by a sweet, spiced aroma. It actually smelled good. He took a sip, the hot liquid burning his tongue and warming his throat as it slipped down. The aftertaste carried the hint of spice he had noted in the aroma.

      “Mmm… This is good,” Narine said.

      Salvon grinned. “I’m glad you like it.”

      Jace set his cup down and eyed the old man. From the moment they had met, Jace had wondered about the source of Salvon’s extensive knowledge. When they arrived at Illustan, it had become apparent there was more to Salvon than a simple storyteller. His close acquaintance with Raskor and his wife was one thing. The reverence the seers and the citizens of Kelmar exhibited toward him was another.

      “I have questions, Salvon.”

      The old man arched a brow.

      “It has been apparent from the start the seers know you.”

      “Yes.”

      “Is there a story behind it?”

      Leaning back, Salvon took a sip of his drink. Jace and Narine mirrored the action, both watching him intently. When he spoke again, he had slipped into his storytelling voice.

      “Ten years ago, I had grown ill, a disease of sorts some get as they age. It was as if my body had gone to war with itself, killing me slowly. I had tried more than one wizardess, but the best they could do was slow the advance of this pestilence.

      “As someone who has spent a lifetime seeking out history and legends, knowing that the two often blur together, I had heard of the unique magic practiced by the Seers of Kelmar. Also, during my years as court bard for Lord Raskor, I had heard whispers of visits from the seers. Each time, the sister and her protector would head east when leaving Illustan, returning to Paehl Lanor, the lonely mountain.

      “It required some research, but I found a map that detailed the region east of Pallanar, depicting a haunted, frozen forest surrounding a single, towering peak. Burdened with the choice between a slow death and a daunting journey into the unknown, I chose the latter.

      “I almost died during the journey to Paehl Lanor. In fact, a pair of dwarven scouts found me weakened and lost in the mountain tunnels. They brought me here, the sisters using their magic to try and save my life. However, the disease eating away at me was too complex to heal quickly. In fact, it took three years of slow, methodical care by their most skilled healers to cure my ailment.

      “In that time, I grew closer to the sisters, entertaining them with my stories and slowly earning their respect. More importantly, I earned their trust.

      “They began to allow me into the library and would include me in their studies, dissecting and analyzing prophecies, weeding out those that had proven false, segregating those most dangerous. You see, when the Oracle works properly and the future is not obscured, new prophecies are recorded all the time. I suspect it is mankind who forces them to do so. As key events take place, critical decisions cause forks that cannot be resolved until they are in the past.”

      Jace asked, “You can read the prophecies? Aren’t they written in Hassakani?”

      “Yes and no. I can read them, but the language predates Hassakani. Long ago, before the birth of the wizardoms, the language of the more advanced societies was known as Vantath. During a lifetime of chasing history and legend, I learned Vantath. Commini, the language you speak, and Hassakani both derived from Vantath. Think of them as another fork. One straying far from its source, the other much closer to the origin.”

      “Vantath,” Jace repeated the word, one he had never before heard.

      Narine set her empty cup down. “Ahh… That was delicious. Can we have another?”

      Jace arched a brow. “You enjoy it that much?”

      “Yes. Please, can you get me a refill?”

      “All right.” He stood, the room wavering slightly. “How about you, Salvon?”

      The man shook his head. “Not quite yet.”

      Jace finished his cup, the hot liquid soothing his throat as he headed toward the bar, wondering if Narine understood the effects of the drink.
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      When Jace stepped away, Narine focused on Salvon. The man was always relaxed, as if he knew more about the world surrounding him than anyone else. She reflected on his mention of the temple library, recalling the book she and Jace had discovered. It certainly had nothing to do with prophecy.

      “Salvon,” she asked, drawing his attention. “Do they keep other books in the library? Books that deal with things other than prophecy?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Why do you ask?”

      She shrugged. “There are just so many books. Some must cover other subjects.”

      He glanced around, as if he had a secret to expose. There was nobody within earshot. The man leaned forward and spoke in a quiet voice. “The inner chamber contains the most dangerous works, prophecies leading toward the darkest of outcomes. They keep them hidden so those with nefarious intent cannot manipulate future events into forcing one of those prophecies to come true.”

      “This is possible?” The idea fascinated her.

      “It is.”

      “You have seen these books?”

      He smiled. “I have. Near the end of my stay with the seers, I visited the library one evening and found the door ajar. My curious nature would not be denied, so I slipped inside to discover what lay beyond the mysterious door with the exotic lock.

      “I spent the entire night in that room, browsing works containing frightening prophecies of death, betrayal, yet each had one common theme. Every one of them contained language surrounding the Dark Lord – Urvadan. However, that is not all I discovered.

      “Also stored in that chamber was a small collection of books focused on magic. I will not divulge the contents, but I can only assume those books were hidden from the world for a reason.”

      Rather than bringing her a sense of dread, his words increased her curiosity tenfold.

      The book Narine and Jace had taken from the library remained in her chamber, never completely leaving her thoughts. Even now, she longed to discover what secrets it might contain. What if the secrets hidden inside are dangerous or destructive? Why was that book not secured in the inner chamber? Those and other questions raced through her mind.

      “You two are quiet,” Jace said, setting down two steaming cups before reclaiming his seat. “Speaking of which…” He glanced around the room, now occupied by twice as many dwarfs as when they had arrived. “Why is this place so…odd?”

      “What do you mean?” Salvon asked.

      “This entire city feels off. What of the human men we saw in the streets? Those who work in the palace? I haven’t heard one speak a single word.”

      Salvon nodded. “That is because they have no tongue.”

      Narine turned toward him with a start. “No tongue?”

      “Each society has its own peculiarities.” He leaned back and tented his fingers before his chest. “As you might suspect, a secluded city inside a mountain, one ruled by a group of mystics, is more peculiar than most.

      “The human men… They are the equivalent of slaves. In some ways, they are more similar to livestock, kept for various purposes, the primary of which is as a stud service.”

      “A what?” Jace asked.

      Narine’s eyes grew wide. “The seers force the men to bed them in order to get with child?”

      Again, the old man nodded. “Those deemed the best mates are used in that capacity until other, better mates rise to replace them. In addition, they function as serving staff, porters, field workers, and anything else requiring hard labor. In this society, the seers are revered and do little, other than cast auguries, study prophecy, and perform healing. The dwarfs are next, the middle class who run the day-to-day life. The best males join the Guardians, who train to defend Kelmar and the seers from outside threats. Hadnoddon is their captain. At the bottom of this society, you will find the Thrall, their term for the human males.”

      The concept was so bizarre, Narine struggled to comprehend it. Men blindly bending to the will of these women and dwarfs. They all seem so complacent, almost…mindless. She took a long sip of her drink.

      “Yinette’s offer now makes sense,” Jace said.

      “Offer?” Salvon asked.

      “Yeah.” Jace looked at Narine, hesitating before he answered. “She wanted me to bed her in order to get her with child.”

      Narine shot to her feet, her voice rising an octave. “She what?”

      “Will you calm down?” He stood and gently pushed her back into her seat.

      She glanced around and saw numerous patrons staring in her direction. “You had better explain yourself.”

      “It was right after we arrived. She undressed and–”

      “She was naked?” Narine thought of Yinette’s tall, lean frame, and jealousy rose up like an ugly monster, prepared to consumer her.

      He pressed his lips together. “Are you going to listen?”

      A retort stopped just shy of her lips. With effort, she sat back, her arms crossed over her chest. “Fine. I’ll be quiet.”

      “Thank you.” Jace looked at Salvon, sighed, and resumed his story. “Anyway, she made quite a convincing attempt to get me to lay with her.” He ran his hand through his hair and shook his head. “It was extremely difficult, but I told her no and sent her on her way.”

      Narine arched a brow. “A tall, beautiful woman threw herself at you and you turned her away?”

      “It sounds crazy when I say it out loud.”

      “Why?”

      He gave her a flat look. “You know why.”

      “I would rather hear you say it.”

      Sighing and rolling his eyes, he said, “Because of you. I told her I have…” He glanced at Salvon, the man smirking. “I have feelings for you.”

      Narine smiled, uncrossing her arms to take his hand. “I know. I just wanted to hear you admit it.”

      Jace chuckled and shook his head. “You are a piece of work. I don’t know if I should feel lucky or terrified.”

      “From what I have seen of you two,” Salvon replied, “both reactions seem appropriate.”

      Narine ignored the man, watching Jace as she sipped her drink. I think he loves me. The warmth inside made her giddy.

      “Salvon, where do these Thrall come from?” Jace asked. “Are these men captured and brought here?”

      Chuckling, Salvon shook his head. “Nothing so dramatic. Think on it. When a seer gives birth, the child will be human. A female child will grow to become a seer. The males…”

      Narine gasped again. “The Thrall are their own children?”

      “Yes.”

      “And they cut out their tongues,” Jace added.

      “They do.”

      Narine could not imagine such a horrific act, especially to her own flesh and blood. “Why?”

      “I know this is difficult to accept, but it is their way.” The old man stroked his beard, a habit he seemed to express while thinking. “The best I can tell, it is to prevent the men from revealing secrets occurring inside the temple. More importantly, they cannot recite prophecy without the ability to speak. Since they are never taught to read, they cannot record it, either.”

      “That seems extreme,” Jace replied.

      “Yes. But I believe there is more.” Salvon held up a finger. “You both know it is taboo for a female to become a wizard lord.”

      Jace glanced at Narine. “Yes. Narine told me it has to do with some woman who abused the power, dominating the minds of her subjects.”

      “Pherelyn,” Narine said.

      “Exactly.” Salvon took a sip of his drink and set his cup aside. “I believe there is another, far more critical reason the seers segregate the male children.”

      Jace narrowed his eyes. “You think male seers are considered an abomination. They do it to prevent the men from casting prophecy.”

      “Casting?” Narine asked.

      Jace shrugged. “What would you call it?”

      “Predicting future events.”

      “Regardless…” Jace turned toward Salvon. “That is why there are no male seers. Correct?”

      “Very good, Jace,” Salvon said. “I believe the darkest prophecies of the past, those that took place long, long ago, were at the hand of male prophets who manipulated events toward their own ends.”

      Manipulate? Sipping her ludicol, Narine considered the man’s assessment, an interesting contrast to the University’s teachings regarding male and female wizard lords. She couldn’t recall any mention of the seers during her eight years in Tiadd. In fact, she didn’t know if anything about Kelmar had ever been documented. For some reason, her memory was hazy, obscured by some spell she couldn’t quite grasp.

      “The crowd appears eager,” Salvon said, rising to his feet. “I had better perform before I draw their ire.”

      “Perform?” Narine looked around and realized the building had filled, only a few empty tables remaining near the corner where they sat.

      He swung his lute off his shoulder. “Of course. Why do you think they call me Weaver?”

      “I had wandred…” She frowned and tried again. “Wondered about that.”

      “I am about to weave a story of adventure, discovery, and true love. Listen along. I suspect you will enjoy it.”

      He left the table, stopped by the bar briefly, then continued across the room. In a cleared-out area along one wall was a single stool. He sat and began to tune his instrument.

      “Weaver,” Jace said, drawing her attention. His eyes were narrowed as he stared at Salvon. “More like Weaver of Lies.”

      Narine emptied her cup. She was feeling good. Spectacular. “Why do you say that?”

      Jace shook his head, still watching Salvon, the man strumming his lute, the buzz of conversation in the room dwindling rapidly. “I find his responses to our questions a bit too smooth, as if rehearsed. It seems like he is reciting stories rather than answering with the truth.”

      When Narine looked back toward Salvon, the room spun a bit, tilting this way and that. She refocused on Jace and waited for her vision to settle. “I didn’t notice. He seems friendly and helpful to me.”

      Jace snorted. “Too helpful. That’s the problem.” He glanced down at her cup. “You finished another one?”

      “Yes. It is quite good.” She leaned forward and rubbed his arm. “I would like to listen to Salvon’s performance. Would you be a dear and get me another?”

      His brows arched. “Are you sure you are up to it? How do you feel?”

      She gave him a smile and leaned closer to kiss his cheek. “You are kind to ask, but I am wonderfeel.” A giggle emerged. “I made up a new word.”

      For some reason, he scowled rather than joining in her laughter.

      “All right. I’ll be right back” He didn’t sound convinced, but stood and headed to the bar anyway.

      Narine watched him, staring at his backside as he weaved between the tables. He has such a cute little arse, she thought, giggling to herself.
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      Jace ordered two more cups of ludicol from Arletta. It still felt odd to not offer up coin. The thought of a society not requiring payment for goods or services was difficult to grasp. He then realized the concept made thieves irrelevant. What good is it to steal if you can just have anything you want? Not having to work to achieve a better life left him wondering why the people even bothered. The entire concept of a moneyless society turned his stomach. It just isn’t right.

      Arletta returned, the two pewter cups refilled. As she moved on to assist a pair of dwarven soldiers who had just settled in at the bar, Jace grabbed the cups. His head buzzed, his surroundings shifting slightly as he crossed the room. This stuff is strong. Not quite as bad as swoon, but much stronger than ale. He noticed Narine watching him, a lazy smile on her face. It made him curious about what she was thinking. The drink seemed to affect her greatly and left him wondering where the night would lead. Reaching the table, he set the cups down, but before he could sit, she pinched his backside.

      “Ouch!” he said, spinning toward her. “What was that for?”

      She grinned, her lids at half-mast. “Your arse is just so precious. I had to pinch it to see if it was real.”

      He rubbed it and sat. “Trust me, it’s real, as is the pain.”

      Leaning close to him, Narine ran her hand up his thigh. “Are you injured? Do you need me to make it better?” She gave him a gentle, yet very inappropriate squeeze.

      He jumped. “Narine!”

      Her laughter was like a chiming bell. “You’re embarrassed. I didn’t know it were possible.” She frowned. “Or is it was possible?” Shrugging, she lifted her cup and took a long drink.

      Jace grabbed her wrist and eased it downward, stopping her. “Perhaps you have had enough ludicol for today.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “This stuff is strong and seems to be affecting you.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Affecting?”

      “Narine, you are drunk.”

      “Pffftt,” she spluttered, spraying spittle at him. “I don’t drink alcohol.”

      He wiped his face dry. “I know. That’s the problem. This stuff is strong for someone unseasoned.”

      A gasp emerged, her eyes gaping into her cup. “This is alcohol.”

      “Yes. I thought we had established that.”

      Hurriedly, she slammed the cup onto the table, spilling some of the hot liquid. “I didn’t know.” She lifted her hand up in front of her face, examining it as she rotated her wrist. “I am drunk.”

      Jace grinned. “Yes. I would say so.”

      Her eyes grew frightened, and she gasped. “I can’t do it.”

      Frowning, he asked, “Do what?”

      “Magic.” She shook her head, her eyes growing sad. “It’s not working. I’m too drunk.”

      He put his hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry. You will be fine. We are safe in a city beneath a mountain. Honestly, I don’t think there is even crime here.”

      She looked at him, blinking. “I’ll be fine?”

      “Yes. Your magic will be returned in the morning. In the meantime, perhaps you should enjoy yourself.”

      Slowly, her smile returned. “How’d you get to be so smart?” Gripping his chin, she added, “And so cute. Not just your arse. Your face, too.”

      He gently grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand from his face. “Perhaps we should leave, get you back to the temple before I have to carry you.”

      Her hand ran up his thigh again. “When we get there, I have a gift for you.” She looked down at herself. “It’s wrapped in a blue dress. I’ll even let you do the unwrapping.”

      The grin she gave him was lecherous. Jace couldn’t help but grin back.

      “Did you think we wouldn’t notice two strangers snooping about the city?”

      At the deep, familiar voice, Jace looked over his shoulder. Hadnoddon and two armored Guardians stood a few feet away, all three with arms crossed over their barrel chests, biceps bulging.

      “We were just leaving,” Jace said, gripping Narine’s arm to help her stand.

      “Yes,” Hadnoddon growled. “You are coming with us back to the temple.”

      Jace was irritated by the dwarf’s tone. “We are heading back to our rooms. Whether you come along is your choice.”

      Narine pulled away, stumbling toward Hadnoddon. She reached out and poked his nose. “Don’t be so grumpy, Hadondondon.” Giggling, she tried again, but twisted the dwarf’s name twice as badly with the second attempt.

      Jace hurried over, took her by her upper arms, and eased her back from the grimacing dwarf. “Pardon the princess. She has had a bit too much ludicol.”

      “Lu. Da. Coal.” Narine said the word one syllable at a time. “It sounds funny. Ludicol.” She giggled again.

      The two dwarfs bracketing Hadnoddon chuckled, one commenting, “She’s hammered.”

      “Yes,” Hadnoddon grumbled. “I just hope she doesn’t get sick on us.”

      The dwarf captain spun about and headed toward the door. When the other two dwarfs gestured for Jace to follow, he put an arm around Narine and guided her forward, her weight shifting from side to side as if she were stumbling across a ship’s deck in rough waters. The thought gave Jace pause, and for good reason.

      The moment they stepped outside, she spun away, leaned against a wall, and began to empty the contents of her stomach. He swept her hair back and winced while she retched. Hadnoddon glowered while the other two dwarfs grinned.

      When she was finished, Jace held her upright and guided her toward the temple with Hadnoddon in the lead. Narine had grown quiet, her half-lidded eyes glassy. During the trek, he held her upright, knowing she would fall if he didn’t.

      The dwarven escort remained with them all the way to the temple guest quarters. When they reached Narine’s chamber, Hadnoddon unlocked the door, and Jace guided her inside. A stride from the bed, she collapsed forward, landing face-first into her pillow.

      Concerned, Jace pulled her hair aside and turned her head so she could breathe. A snore informed him she was already asleep. Shaking his head, he looked down at her and sighed.

      So much for unwrapping that gift.

      Jace turned and walked out, waiting while Hadnoddon locked her door. “Please have a pitcher of fresh water sent up. She will be thirsty when she wakes.”
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      Tendrils of pink graced the western horizon, the clouds like claw marks raking across the midnight blue sky. The walls of Illustan glowed dimly, the effect increasing as the sky darkened.

      With her jaw set, her eyes narrowed against the wind, Priella Ueordlin gazed upon her home for the first time in nearly nine years. She hugged her thick, winter cloak to herself as the ship turned toward the harbor.

      Her time at the University had not been particularly pleasant, but it had given her the distance she desired. In truth, she could have passed her Trial and returned a year earlier but had avoided doing so. She now regretted her procrastination, regardless of her motives.

      “You cannot alter the past, Priella,” her father’s voice rang in her mind. It would be the only place she would ever hear him again.

      The captain shouted, ordering the oars to stop, the vessel drifting toward the pier where dock workers waited. Among them, a contingency of the Gleam Guard, eight armored soldiers, awaited her arrival, their polished plate reflecting the azure light from the enchanted lanterns illuminating the pier.

      Footsteps on the deck drew near, stopping beside her, the man gripping the rail, his fingers covered in black leather, as usual. “I have spoken with the captain,” Bosinger said. “He will have your trunks unloaded soon after we dock, then we can head up to the castle. I am sure your mother is anxious to see you.”

      Priella turned toward her bodyguard, who watched her with narrowed eyes. The man’s hair remained brown, flowing to his shoulders, but his trimmed beard had begun to gray. He stood six feet tall, same as she, his shoulders broad, chest thick, body fit. He took his job seriously, often intense, always focused.

      “Do you honestly believe so? When has she ever expressed a desire to see me?”

      The man’s eyes closed on a wince, his voice pleading. “Years have passed. Your father is dead. She cannot turn to your brothers, for they are lost, as well. All she has now is you. I know your history, your troubles… Allow them to remain in the past. It is the best advice I can offer.”

      She drew in a deep breath, watching sailors as the ship was secured to the mooring. Bosinger always was direct when the two were alone, ignoring proprieties and status. He had done so since he was first assigned as her protector, twelve years earlier. She valued his wisdom.

      “I will try, as long as mother does the same.”

      The man nodded as the planks were set between the ship and the pier. “Very well. Let’s be off.”

      Disembarking, Bosinger led Priella to the waiting Gleam Guard, addressing the men at the front. “I am Bosinger Aedaunt, Protector of Princess Priella Ueordlin.”

      “Well met, Protector. I am Lieutenant Irraskin, second to Captain Theodin. My men and I will be escorting you to the palace. A carriage awaits.”

      “And our things?” Priella asked.

      “I will leave two of my men behind to ensure safe delivery to the citadel.”

      “Perfect,” Bosinger said. “Let us be on our way.”

      With Irraskin in the lead and his soldiers trailing, they traveled the length of the pier, passing dockworkers and sailors who paused to stare. None cheered. Nobody called out her name. Even if they recognized her, she expected no such treatment. The people of Illustan harbored no love toward her that she could recall, and certainly not in the years prior to her departure.

      Priella was thankful to reach the carriage and find refuge inside, away from judgmental stares. Bosinger stared at her from the other seat, his gaze measuring her until the door closed, the interior turning to shadow.

      The carriage rolled away from the docks and onto the road leading into the city. Priella kept the curtains closed and rode in silence. As usual, Bosinger had read her mood and remained quiet, allowing her to consider the impending reunion. It was unlikely she would think of something to say to her mother she hadn’t already considered during the voyage from Tiadd. Even so, the words she wished to say replayed in her head.

      I am a master wizardess. A grown adult. I am prepared for the yoke of responsibility.

      The carriage slowed, and she heard guards calling out, the exchange informing her they had passed through the palace gate. Unable to resist, she peered through the curtains.

      Pale statues lined the driveway, interspersed between trees bereft of leaves. The statue of Rictor, her eldest brother, came into view – a young man with his fist to his chest, staring defiantly toward an unseen enemy. Five other statues slipped past, each honoring one of her dead brothers, each younger than the one prior. Dark memories crept up, capturing her thoughts and twisting them toward its own ends. She released the curtain, closed her eyes, and leaned back, wishing Pallan had chosen another family to curse, another family member on which to place the blame.

      A lurch disturbed her attempt at meditation, her eyes opening as the carriage came to a stop. She stared at the door with a grimace. It opened to reveal a cobblestone driveway, a fountain in the center. Irraskin peered around the door, his gaze meeting hers as he waited for her to step out.

      Bosinger put his hand on her knee. “Remember, she is your mother. Family is the core of Pallanese values, the royal family the greatest of all.”

      The man stepped out and surveyed the area while waiting for Priella. She lifted the skirts of her dress and climbed out, her stomach roiling. The remaining four soldiers in their escort remained in the saddle, waiting patiently. Priella felt their eyes on her.

      “Come along, Your Highness.” Irraskin led them toward the door and inside.

      The trio climbed five stories before entering a familiar corridor leading to the royal suites. Two guards in gleaming plate stood outside the door of her parents’ chamber. Mother’s chamber, she corrected herself. Father is dead, another male Ueordlin gone, the last of the line.

      A voice from deep inside countered, Not the last. There is another. The youngest. A girl…

      “Your mother is inside.” Lieutenant Irraskin gestured toward the closed door. “She is eager to see you.”

      Your lies won’t affect me. “Thank you, Lieutenant.” She approached the door, clenched her fist, and knocked three times. A beat later, she said in a loud voice, “It’s me. Priella.”

      A familiar voice came from the room. “Come in.”

      She opened the door. The chamber was dark, only the flickering fire in the hearth illuminating the sitting area. From the sofa, her mother stared into the flames. Priella looked back at her protector, her eyes begging for his assistance.

      Bosinger shook his head and spoke in a soft voice, “This meeting is private, Priella. I will remain in the corridor. Shout if you need me.”

      Although she knew he was correct, she was reluctant to close the door, to lock herself in with her mother, her family…her past.

      The door clicked shut and she turned toward the fire. It burned low, the amber light dim. Crossing the room, she gathered herself and spoke to her mother for the first time since she was fifteen years old.

      “Hello, Mother. I am sorry about Father. I know how much you loved each other, how much the people of Pallanar loved him.”

      “Welcome home, Priella.” Ariella stood and gave her a hug, her body stiff, as if it were a ritual rather than out of affection.

      Releasing the embrace, Ariella turned to the table behind the sofa and activated the two enchanted lanterns.

      “Why all the light?” Priella asked.

      Ariella, who stood nearly as tall as Priella, eyed her critically. “I would look upon my daughter, see the woman she has become.”

      Priella bristled. “I was never pretty as a child, Mother. Maturity has done little to improve my situation.”

      She looked down at herself. Her high-collared dress covered a minimal bust, her skirts flaring over broad hips, covering her tree-like legs. Embarrassed by her thick arms, she had always worn long sleeves, even in the tropical heat of Tiadd. The mirror did not lie, and she had examined her own reflection enough to know she was no beauty. When her gaze lifted to meet her mother’s, she saw what she feared. Disapproval.

      “Your cheeks are blotchy.”

      Priella bristled. “I was just on a ship.

      “Your condition makes your skin sensitive. Did you not protect yourself from the wind?”

      “I chose to remain on deck as we approached Illustan. It has been years since I gazed upon the walls.”

      “You could have returned home at least once.”

      “I…” Did not want to come back. “I was focused on my studies.”

      “Your studies…”

      “Yes. I am now a master wizardess.”

      “That is more important than your family? More important than your father?”

      “I am sorry about Father…”

      “He is dead, Priella, and I am alone.” Tears welled up, Ariella’s hand covering her eyes as she turned away.

      “That’s why I came back.” Priella’s tone shifted toward compassion. “It was at your request.”

      “My request,” she snorted, wiping her cheeks. “Would you have not returned otherwise? Would you avoid me for the rest of your life?”

      “Of course I would have returned. I had not yet finished my training.”

      Her mother spun toward her. “Yet you conveniently complete the Trial now, just in time to answer my call?”

      The guilt at the accusation stung worse than Priella anticipated. “It’s not you, not Father. It is the people.”

      “What of the people?”

      “You know as well as I. The citizens harbor no love toward me, the cursed child, the one who brought disaster to the royal family.”

      Ariella grimaced. “You don’t believe in the curse.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” She pointed toward the window. “They believe. What is worse, neither you nor Father ever did anything to discourage their belief.”

      The woman’s stern gaze relaxed. “Priella, you don’t understand. Dealing with the public is complicated. Even a wizard lord is challenged to control what people believe.”

      “You are correct. I don’t understand. I will never understand, not when an entire wizardom hates me for something I did not do. I was not even present when Rictor, Galdor, Arlan, and Yeldin died.” Images of Luthor’s death flashed before her eyes. Him slipping from the balcony rail, the cord coiling about his neck, his body hanging limp and lifeless.

      “Yes.” Her mother was visibly disturbed, her eyes turned away, blinking as she adjusted her dress. “We did the best we could. You must know that we always loved you…”

      “Must I?” she asked, incredulous. “You may have said so in words, but when was it ever expressed in deed?”

      Ariella shrank further. “Well, we–”

      “No! I won’t have you lying to me, to yourself! Not any longer.” Priella’s anger simmered. “The past is behind us, but do not pretend the scars do not exist. They remain, hardened and impenetrable.”

      Her mother’s shoulders slumped, eyes glistening. “What would you have of me?”

      Priella drew herself up, her jaw set, her gaze firm. “I would have your support.”

      Ariella nodded. “Of course.”

      “When I ask it, you will support me. If you do not, we are finished.”

      The woman shook her head. “You are my daughter, my only surviving child. You cannot mean that.”

      “I do.” Priella was steel, her mother folding as she had never before witnessed. “You will support me, and the gods shall decide if you do so with your heart or merely with words.”

      Spinning on her heel, Priella stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her, leaving her broken mother alone.

      Bosinger was waiting, the man’s stare judgmental. “I heard the shouting.”

      “You heard me standing up for myself.”

      “Is your mother well?”

      She shook her head. “No. I don’t believe so.”

      He stared at the door, frowning in indecision. “What should we do?”

      “We do nothing, the same as she did when the city claimed I killed Luthor and was the cause of my other brothers’ deaths.”

      His gaze hardened. “A vindictive attitude will not help you heal.”

      “No. But it is so satisfying.” She walked away, not bothering to see if he followed.
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            A Brazen Act

          

        

      

    

    
      When Rhoa had first learned they were to journey to Kelmar, she had been filled with anticipation, eager to discover what might come of her future, longing to shake free from the lingering impression she was being pushed toward something outside of her control. Her entire life, she had wondered if prophecy was real, despite the fact most wizardoms claimed foretelling the future an evil act. Of the wizardoms she had visited, only Pallanar embraced prophecy and welcomed the seers. Yet, since her arrival in Kelmar, her interest had waned with each passing day, her impression of prophecy shifting from something of awe and wonder to something far more tedious.

      For five days, she and her companions occupied the library below the Oracle – five long, boring days of listening to the seers recite passages of prophecy. Dozens of times, the entire group had gathered to share paragraphs that appeared close to their current reality. Each occurrence described events that had actually transpired. Every one of those passages eventually led to an inconsistency that could not be ignored. Those books were set aside as false, new ones opened for examination.

      Eventually, Tabitha and Margarete delivered a final stack of books to each table, declaring that they had exhausted every possible match. Those books turned out false, as well. Only then did the sisters request Xionne’s presence. Rhoa wondered what might come next.

      When Xionne arrived in the library, she was not alone. Zhialta stood at her side, the woman scowling even more than normal.

      Tabitha stood before Xionne and bowed, body quivering as she stood upright. Rhoa feared the ancient, brittle woman might drop dead then and there, until she recovered and addressed the young seer.

      “Mother, we regret to inform you…” The old woman glanced toward Margarete, whose eyes appeared haunted. “We have exhausted all possibilities within the library. No prophecy holds true to our current timeline.”

      Xionne’s face tilted toward the floor in a quiet contemplation before responding. “I feared this. It…does not bode well.” Lifting her blindfolded gaze, she thrust her chin out, resolute.

      From beneath the neckline of her dress, she withdrew a diamond-shaped pendant attached to a cord. She pulled it over her head and held her hand toward the two librarians, the pendant dangling, the white gem mounted in it sparkling. “Open the chamber.”

      Mirroring her action, Tabitha, Zhialta, and Margarete produced a similar pendant, each with a stone of a different color – purple, gold, and black. Margarete collected all four and turned toward the circular chamber at the center of the library. There, the forbidding red door waited. She slowed as she drew near, pausing to glance back over her shoulder. Xionne gave a firm nod. Margarete held the first pendant up to the lock, snapping it into a diamond-shaped opening. One by one, she placed the other three into similar slots. When the final one clicked into place, all four began to glow with pulsing light and the diamond-shaped panel began to rotate. At the same time, the circle of runes surrounding the pendants turned in the opposite direction. The circle outside of that also spun, but in the same direction as the center panel. The three panels stopped with a lurch, a solid thud echoing in the library. The door creaked open, then the library fell silent with everyone locked in place, all eyes staring into the dark recess.

      After a deep breath, Xionne said, “Go on. Gather the works inside. We shall endeavor until we discover each and every one that is true. From there, we will proceed as best we can.”

      “Yes, Mother,” the seers replied in one voice.

      Xionne turned and headed toward the door, Zhialta at her side.

      Tabitha and Margarete each grabbed a glowing orb and held it up as they passed through the inner chamber door. Their lights illuminated the interior, allowing Rhoa a brief glimpse of what hid inside.

      From what she could see, the inner chamber walls were covered by shelves of books, the covers black, no different than the others found in the main library. What makes these books different? Why all the drama? Why lock them away in such an exotic manner? She feared she would soon learn the answers.

      At the door, Xionne turned toward Rhoa and her companions. “It will take time for the librarians to locate the proper records. Years have passed since the inner chamber was opened. The books inside remain uncatalogued, the contents undocumented. We shall give them a day or two, then we will return.”

      Rhoa’s gaze flicked around at her companions. Since nobody else seemed to want to speak, she asked, “What will we do until then? There must be something more constructive than sitting in our rooms, waiting.”

      Xionne looked at Zhialta in a silent exchange. “We must be sure.”

      “Is it safe?” Zhialta asked.

      Uncharacteristically, Xionne shrugged. “I do not know. It has not been attempted in a millennia. Most visions are harmless, but his power is unequaled. If we turn an eye upon him…” Her words trailed off, leaving Rhoa wondering at what was left unsaid.

      “Still,” the older seer said, “if it exposes the truth, perhaps it is worth the risk.”

      Nodding, Xionne turned toward Rhoa. “We will test the Oracle again. Tomorrow. Until then, you are dismissed.”
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        * * *

      

      “This is incredible.” Narine felt giddy. The possibilities seemed endless, although she had counted no more than a dozen new constructs in the book. “If this works, there must be other applications beyond what can be found here.”

      Rhoa ran a hand through her hair. “I am exhausted. Can we stop now?”

      Narine glanced at Jace, who had taken to lying on the floor, his legs resting against the wall, ankles crossed high above his head. She had no idea why he had chosen the position, but she gave it little thought. Much more important concerns held her attention, primarily the decision before her. With boldness in mind, inspired by Jace and their past conversations, she tossed caution aside.

      “Before we are done for the night, I would test it.”

      Rhoa blinked. “What?”

      Narine took a resolute breath and nodded to herself. She tapped a construct on the open page. “I would like to test this.”

      The other woman’s concerned eyes fell on the page. “Is it safe?”

      It is not. “I realize it is brazen, but I…must try.”

      Jace turned, dropping his legs to the floor and rising to his feet. “If you must test it, you will do so on me.”

      Narine shook her head. “No, this is my burden–”

      “No!” he said forcefully. “If something goes astray, you are the only one who can heal any of us. You can’t test it on Rhoa because she is immune.” Reaching inside his tunic, he removed the Eye of Obscurance and pulled the necklace over his head. “Test a little of it on me. If things go badly, try to heal me.”

      Narine stood and put her hand on his cheek. “Are you sure?”

      He gripped her hand, pulling it to his lips and kissing it. “For you, yes.”

      A smile spread across her face. She wanted to kiss him, yet she resisted the urge. “Very well. Please, take Rhoa’s seat. I have not memorized the construct yet and must concentrate on it with you nearby for the application.”

      Rhoa rose and crossed the room to sit on the bed while Jace took her place. He set the amulet on the table and waited while Narine focused on the drawing in the book.

      Unlike other constructs, this one was not circular in shape. Instead, it was a series of pointed ovals the book called mandorlas. Each of the eight mandorlas was connected to those adjacent at the fattest point of the oval. Her eyes repeatedly scanned over the odd patterns before she drew in her magic.

      It flooded into her, the rush like a damn bursting, a tide that might sweep her away, the same as every other time since acquiring the bracelet. Commanding the magic with her will, a replica of the construct began to form around her fist, glowing white with power. Meticulously, she compared her construct to the drawing, making adjustments where needed until it was a perfect match. Only then did she take the next step.

      Twisting her hands, as if sculpting from clay, she bent the construct, the eight sections becoming a ring as the outer edges touched one another. Bringing her hands together, she brought the pointed ends toward each other, the tips meeting, edges aligning, until the construct became a perfect sphere.

      She looked at Jace, their gazes meeting. “Are you ready?”

      “I may have never said this to anyone, but…” He gave her a nod, “I trust you.”

      Her heart leapt at his words, perhaps as sweet as anything he had ever said to her, but she cast those emotions aside. Focus.

      Narine channeled a tiny bit of magic into the construct, causing the glow to brighten slightly. She then extended her hand toward him, pushing the construct into his body. Before she pulled away, she altered the construct, leaving a small opening at one axis of the sphere.

      Jace jerked and gasped, the sight causing Narine to panic.

      “Are you all right?” She held onto her magic, prepared to cast a construct of repair.

      Blinking and shaking his head, he finally nodded. “Yeah. I feel a bit strange is all.” His eyes lowered, settling on the book, then widened. “I can read it.”

      “What?” Rhoa asked, rising to her feet.

      He recited something in Hassakani, smooth and fluent. Looking up at them, he smiled. “It says, The construct of language is among the most useful, its extent beyond what one might assume.”

      With a look of consternation, Rhoa said something in Hassakani.

      Jace snorted. “While that may be true, I am not lying at the moment, and I haven’t stolen anything in days.”

      Rhoa sucked in a breath, shock evident on her face.

      Narine looked back down at the open book in awe. “You can rest now, Rhoa. We can translate the remainder of the book.”

      She excitedly paged through it, wondering what other constructs hid within and what she might accomplish with this new use of magic.
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            One Final Task

          

        

      

    

    
      Rindle crept along the citadel wall in a crouch, navigating around pools of water. The night was dark, the moon hidden behind thick clouds. Because the rain had stopped only minutes prior, the streets were quiet, the citizens of Fastella warm and dry inside their homes.

      He drew near a lit courtyard and spotted a pair of guards below. Indigo Hounds, complete with purple capes and shining armor. The men were talking to each other, neither looking up. He crouched lower, lengthening his stride to avoid a puddle on top of the wall.

      Once beyond the light, he hurried along, nearing the location where the palace and the wall drew nearest to one another. He swung the crossbow from his shoulder, a heavy-duty model, twice the size of a standard unit. From his other shoulder, he slipped off the coil of rope and set it on the wall. The rope had already been secured to a metal bolt with an eyelet at one end. The launch mechanism already cranked back, he inserted the bolt and hefted the crossbow. The top floor of the palace stood two stories above the wall, the tower looming high above that. He took aim at the wooden scaffold beside it.

      When Rindle squeezed the trigger, the recoil of the bolt launching snapped his shoulder backward. The bolt arced through the air, the coil of rope unwinding in a flash. As he watched, he suddenly grew concerned the rope wasn’t long enough. He knelt, scrambling for the end of the rope. Gripping it, he rose just as the last of the coil sailed off the wall, the momentum yanking him off balance. The bolt struck the scaffold as Rindle fell from the wall.

      Holding tight and doing everything possible to restrain a shriek, Rindle swung over the garden, toward the palace. He struck the wall between two second-story windows, the force of the impact driving the wind from his lungs, and he almost lost his grip on the rope.

      Recovering, he got a foothold on a ledge and began climbing, hand over hand, his boots finding purchase on ledges, corners, window casings, and anything else he could reach. His palms burned and fingers began to bleed, making Rindle curse inwardly that he had forgotten to don his gloves. He certainly could not put them on now, so he continued climbing.

      The palace roof was still six feet above him when his arms seized up, unable to pull himself up any farther. He glanced down, the garden five stories below. A fall would likely kill him. Yet he was spent.

      He looked up again, willing himself to climb, but his will was not strong enough. Hands burning as if on fire, his grip began to falter.

      A shadow leaned over the palace roof, a hand extending toward him as he fell.

      His body jerked to a halt when invisible tentacles wrapped about his waist, flipping his body over to face downward before he began to rise. Up into the air he was hoisted, until he hovered over the palace roof, far from the edge. The invisible coils released him, and he fell to the roof with a grunt, half his body lying in a pool of rainwater.

      “You were to keep this meeting discreet,” Parsec said.

      Rindle pushed himself to his hands and knees, blood from his palms swirling in the puddle. “I had a small miscalculation.” Standing, he winced in pain. “It all worked out.”

      Parsec was masked in shadow, his face unreadable in the darkness, but Rindle heard the doubt in his voice. “Really? It seems to me you would have fallen to your death had I not been here.”

      Fair point. “Yes. My hands…” He held them out. “Is there any way you can heal them?”

      The wizard held his hands over Rindle’s open palms. Searing pain flared, and Rindle gasped. Then the pain was gone.

      “Pull the rope up. We don’t want anyone to discover it.”

      As instructed, Rindle found the rope and began hoisting it up into a coil. When finished, he turned and realized the wizard had walked over to the scaffold. As he crossed the roof, Rindle gazed up at the tower, a dark blue flame burning at the top.

      “Why all the secrecy?” Rindle asked. “Aren’t you the high wizard now? Couldn’t you just invite me to the castle?”

      Parsec shook his head. “I may sit on the throne, but I am no wizard lord. Not yet. Worse, Farrowen still occupies this city, and if I were to make a move, the army would swiftly return.” The wizard paused, his hand patting the wooden scaffold. “I have another task for you. A very important task. I want you to track down a man in the Farrowen Army. You are to discover how he converted our Tower of Devotion toward Farrow and, with that knowledge, discern how we can change it back.”

      “The Farrowen Army? Their soldiers number in the thousands. How am I to track down one man?”

      Parsec turned toward him. “This man is named Garvin. He is a lieutenant in the Midnight Guard.”

      “Garvin?” Rindle repeated, a frown on his face. “I recognize the name. He was there, in the gate tower when I killed Eldalain.”

      With an edge to his tone, Parsec asked, “So you can identify this man by sight?”

      “Yes.”

      The laughter in the darkness brought chills to Rindle’s spine. “What luck! I swear Gheald is looking out for us.” His laughter cooling, Parsec continued. “This same man has sent a request to Charcoan, unaware I have assumed his position. The request is to send a pair of ships to assist the Farrowen Army in the capture of Dorban. I intend to honor the request. I hope you don’t get seasick.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t been at sea before.”

      “That will soon change. Two ships depart at sunup. You will be on one of them, working as a member of the crew. Your name is Brin, a sailor from Shear.”

      “Me, a sailor?” Rindle tried to wrap his mind around the idea. He knew nothing about ships.

      “Yes. Report to Captain Flair at first light. His ship is named Tide Crawler. He is to pick up Garvin and a host of others at a village along the south side of Dorban Bay. You will watch Garvin’s every move. If he leaves the ship, you will follow him.” The wizard’s shadowy figure pointed toward the azure fire in the tower above. “Your mission is to get close and discover how we can return that flame to purple. Achieve this goal, and I will relieve you of any further obligation.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            23

          

          

      

    

    







            Oracle

          

        

      

    

    
      For the second time in a week, Narine lay on a table, staring up at the sparkling dome above Kelmar. As before, the voices of the seers rose in wordless song. The beam of light shot from the gem above the throne, the dome turning to a swirl of color, the world fading away. This time, rather than empty darkness, something else arose in the murk, solidifying into something real.

      It was sunset, the fading light of the sun coming from behind her as she flew high above the sea. In the distance, she saw land racing toward her and realized she was moving at an incredible speed. The land drew near, revealing beaches encircling lush, green hills covered with foliage and split by wide rivers. Then the sea was behind her, and jungle-covered hills were all she could see below. Incredibly tall peaks lined the horizon, gray at the base, white from the midpoint to where they met the sky.

      Her direction altered, shifting north. A meandering, branching river slipped past, leading toward a peculiar land nestled between the tall, white peaks to one side, dusty, barren peaks to the other. This odd land was blocky, leveled at the top, split by deep fissures. There, she slowed and drifted lower as dusk became night. In the sky above, the moon was far closer than ever before, hanging nearly directly above her and casting a pale light upon the world below.

      Floating less than a mile above the ground, she saw a man-made wall running from one side of a chasm to another. The amber light of torches lit the top of the wall, outlining the silhouettes of warriors manning it. She realized she gazed upon The Fractured Lands, the soldiers on the wall members of the Murguard.

      Distant laughter arose, deep and disturbing, sending chills down her spine, despite having no tangible body. Shadows moved in the darkness of the chasm, and light arose from braziers, the image causing Narine to gasp.

      Monsters, twisted, frightening, and evil, filled the chasm. By the thousands, small, gangly creatures rushed the walls, weapons in hand. The soldiers fought valiantly and turned them away, until twisted giants emerged from the chasm and smashed against the walls. In moments, the barricade failed, the soldiers overwhelmed, and a flood of monsters poured into the surrounding jungle.

      To the north and south, other walls fell as creatures stormed from The Fractured Lands and attacked by the thousands, invading the world of mankind.

      The world lurched, her view twisting. Something reached toward her and pulled her forward. The cracked earth sped past as she was carried farther east. Ahead, dark clouds covered the sky and soon blotted out the moon. The land below was barren, bereft of life. Something appeared in the distance, drawing her attention.

      It was a city built upon a plateau, its black walls illuminated by a brilliant beam of moonlight. Looking up, she saw a distinct opening in the clouds, the light from the moon streaming through it. Surrounding the opening, clouds roiled but were unable to penetrate the gap.

      When she drew close to the city itself, she realized it was made into a series of interlocking rings, each interior ring taller than the one surrounding it. The streets themselves were at angles, forming an eight-pointed star. At the heart of the city was a massive tower, to which she was drawn.

      A shape loomed upon the tower. When it turned toward her, she saw it was cloaked, dark, and malevolent. Within a dark hood, the being’s eyes burned with crimson flames. Its mouth opened and horrible, disturbing laughter emerged, the evilness striking terror into Narine’s heart. Debilitating fear overcame her. This being of pure evil saw her, knew she was there, and reached toward her with long, skeletal fingers capped by black talons. With certainty, she knew her soul would be captured for eternity if it were to touch her.

      The image warped, twisted, and spun as she blasted backward, speeding away from the nightmare.

      Suddenly, she was back at the Oracle, lying upon a wooden table. Her heart thumped back to life and she took a deep breath, gasping for air, her hand pressed against her chest while she stared at the sparkling dots of light in the dome above.

      Women started screaming, some falling to the floor, others holding their chests, gasping for air. In the center of the Oracle, a dark cloud obscured the throne, the diamond, and Xionne. From it, Narine heard struggling and cries of pain, as if the woman were in a fight for her life.

      Jace stood on his table and pulled the amulet from beneath his tunic and over his head. Leaping, he landed upon the dais and advanced on the cloud, the amulet extended from his body like a ward. When the amulet touched the cloud, it recoiled. The thief pushed forward, the darkness receding to reveal Xionne until the mist was beyond her, swirling in the air, reeking of evil. The cloud began to constrict, growing smaller and smaller until it was gone.

      Slumped over in her throne and covered in sweat, Xionne gasped. Her dark, star-filled eyes turned toward Jace, and she gave him a small nod of gratitude.

      Narine felt the tension release from her body, wondering how Jace had known how to save the woman.

      Her gaze swept the room, slipping past the dais, her startled companions, the distraught seers surrounding the room, and settled on Salvon. The old storyteller stood in the entrance with an unreadable expression on his face, hands clenched into fists. Turning about, he disappeared through the door.
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        * * *

      

      Sister Jionna closed the door, leaving Brogan and his companions alone. He turned toward them, everyone’s eyes reflecting anxiety and confusion. The room was furnished with sofas and padded chairs arranged in an oval. One by one, everyone sat, none speaking. He suspected they were bothered by what they had witnessed. However, he doubted they understood the true gravity of the vision, for none, save for himself, had served in the Murguard.

      He chose a chair and sat with a sigh, rubbing his shorn hair in worry.

      “What happened back there?” Jace asked, breaking the silence.

      Brogan grunted. “You tell us. You’re the one who acted, using that trinket of yours to scare away that…”

      “Evil?” Rhoa offered.

      “Yeah. Evil,” he said in agreement.

      The thief shook his head. “I just figured it was some sort of magic, and the Eye somehow cancels magic. I had no idea if it would even work.” He frowned. “I guess I acted on instinct. I don’t even like the woman.” He glowered at Narine. “You are corrupting me.”

      She smiled. “You are not alone, for you have had a similar impact on me.”

      Adyn shook her head. “What am I going to do with you two? I get the feeling I will be stuck saving both your arses from now on.”

      Images of The Fractured Lands remained in Brogan’s mind, unable to shake what he had witnessed. “What about before the vision. Did we all see the same thing?”

      “Perhaps one of us should describe our experience so the others can answer the question,” Blythe suggested.

      “Agreed.” Narine nodded. “I will go first.”

      The princess outlined the vision, her description matching what Brogan had observed. Around the room, others nodded, confirming they shared the same experience.

      Narine posed, “We all apparently witnessed the same thing, but what does it mean?”

      Brogan sighed. “I can tell you this much. If the Murguard fails as we saw, dark times lie ahead for the wizardoms, starting with Kyranni.”

      “You are wrong.”

      Everyone turned as Xionne stepped inside, her eyes again hidden beneath the blindfold. Salvon was with her, his face grim.

      Where has he been?

      Dismissing the thought, Brogan replied, “Wrong about what?”

      “You witnessed not the future, but rather, the recent past.”

      Brogan stood, his heart suddenly racing. “You mean those monsters are already loose and stalking our lands?”

      The woman stepped into the middle of the lounge, her hands clasped at her waist. “It appears so.”

      “Who… What was that thing at the end of the vision?” Rhoa asked.

      Salvon spoke, an ominous timbre in his voice. “It was the Dark Lord, the one known as Urvadan. It was he who attacked Xionne.”

      A chill ran down Brogan’s spine. From the moment he had experienced the vision, he feared it might be the Dark Lord but had convinced himself it could not be so. Urvadan is supposed to be a myth, a name you whisper when you wish to thrust a knife of fear into someone’s heart. To have seen even a glimpse of the evil god…

      An image of the cloaked figure with eyes of fire flashed in Brogan’s head. He had felt an intense hatred from Urvadan, malevolent and horrifying. It had come close to overwhelming him.

      Jace stood and glared at Salvon, his gaze shifting to Xionne. From the start, the thief had made it clear he did not trust her. “I don’t know about any Dark Lord, and even if I believed it, this is nothing close to what you told us when we were dragged out here to the middle of nowhere.” He pointed his finger at the seer as he spoke. “I thought you seers were supposed to peer into the future and create prophecies about things yet to come. Why show us an image of events in the past? How is that going to prevent the end of the world you claim is coming?”

      Xionne replied, “Even with you here, the future remains blind to us. It is why the first attempt at using the Oracle failed. This time, I chose a different approach. Using you eight as the anchor, I threw my line into the recent past and pulled up the worst fish of all. We had to know who was behind the events that swirl about you, why the world has been sent into chaos. We were able to identify Urvadan as the hand behind it all, the shift in magic some aspect of his grand design. This knowledge will guide us in our next task.”

      “Which is what?” Adyn asked from her chair, her leg draped over one of the cushioned arms as she lounged in a relaxed position. “Do we gather a massive army and drive into the Murlands? Do we bring the fight to him?”

      Shaking her head, Xionne glanced at Salvon. “Nothing so drastic. At least not yet. Instead, we must seek every prophecy that mentions the Dark Lord, of which there are hundreds. Such prophecies have been secreted away, stored safely in the library’s inner chamber. The one we opened yesterday.

      “As we attempted before, we will sift through them, and any that stray from our timeline will be deemed false. From what remains, we will attempt to establish the possible paths toward success and those leading to utter failure. With this information, we shall endeavor toward the best possible outcome, whatever it may be.”
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            Gift or Curse?

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind whipped Roddem Despaldi’s cloak, the bite of it stinging his face as his horse crested a rise. He caught site of Marquithe on the horizon, the great city crowning an expansive hilltop. After weeks of travel, he was returning home. If only it were under better circumstances.

      The skies were gray, and rain appeared likely before the day was through. To the south, and certainly in the mountains, snow would fall, adding to the blanket of white already present. Winter was his least favorite season. The fact he had been stuck in Pallanar when the first snowfall came irritated him still, more than a week later.

      Aradon rode beside him, their horses moving at a trot, the surrounding farms passing without notice. The two had spoken little since leaving Illustan. Neither was used to failure.

      As the city drew near, Despaldi’s gaze settled on the pinnacle of the tallest structure. A blue flame burned at the top of the tower. Thurvin remains alive. With the recent sequence of wizard lords dying, he had wondered if the man would have fallen, as well. Secretly, he wished it to happen.

      The two riders slowed outside the gate, Despaldi drawing back his hood and nodding to the guards. Both were men he recognized by face but neither by name.

      He addressed the guards with a firm tone. “Captain Despaldi returning with a message for Lord Thurvin.”

      “Welcome back, Captain,” one said with a fist to his chest.

      “Farrow bless you, Captain,” the other said, also thumping his chest plate.

      With his horse at a walk, Despaldi led Aradon through the gate and toward the palace, which was located in the heart of the city. It was a typical afternoon, the streets crowded with vendors, beggars, citizens, wagons, carts, and occasional street performers. Despite the chaos in the world, nothing seemed different in Marquithe, the average person caring little about the machinations of wizard lords and those caught up in the pursuit of power. At times like this, he longed for a simpler life.

      Perhaps Reisner had it right, living alone in a quiet mountain retreat. Rather than bringing him peace, thoughts of the man stirred his ire.

      The duo passed through the palace gate and rode directly to the stables. Despaldi handed the reins to a stable hand and dismissed Aradon. The ranger had done his job admirably, the failure outside of his control. No need for him to share the blame, Despaldi thought. After all, right is right. It was his mantra, the core of his being.

      Inside the palace, he queried a guard about the wizard lord’s location. Court was not in session, so Despaldi climbed the stairs and headed for the chambers of his old master, Malvorian. Thurvin is but a shadow of his predecessor. The weasel will not, cannot last. Despaldi believed the gods had a plan, believed Thurvin’s ascent had meaning, even if he did despise the man. Perhaps it is to teach us some sort of lesson. Perhaps he will take the fall so another may rise under better terms.

      He approached the closed door to the wizard lord’s chamber and nodded to Jacque, the Midnight Guard patrolling the corridor. Knocking, he waited for a reply.

      “What is it?” Thurvin sounded irritated, his voice distant.

      Despaldi frowned at the man’s mood. If he is already upset, this may go badly. “It’s Captain Despaldi.”

      “Come in.”

      He opened the door and stepped inside. Nobody was visible, but the door to the study stood open, pale light coming from inside. Crossing the room, he peered through the doorway and saw Thurvin at the desk, an open book before him, patterns and text gracing the visible pages.

      Dressed in a midnight blue robe with a gold sash, Thurvin had not only assumed Malvorian’s room, but obviously his wardrobe. The golden crown of Farrowen rested on the man’s head, the sapphire at the front sparkling. It was a simple crown with a single peak, the band clean and polished.

      Thurvin sat back, his squinty eyes examining him. “I am listening.”

      “Yes. My report.” Despaldi rubbed at his mustache, a habit that arose when he was nervous. “Where to begin…”

      “Begin when you left Marquithe,” Thurvin spat out, his irritation apparent.

      Grimacing and wishing he could run a blade through the man, Despaldi gathered himself and gave the report he had been rehearsing for the prior week.

      “My men and I pursued the fugitives aggressively. We caught up to them at a village called Giant’s Ridge, not far from the southern border. However, they were prepared to ride when we first sighted them. By then, our horses were spent. Shortly after entering Pallanar, we followed their trail into a secluded mountain valley and had them cornered.” His mouth twisted in frustration, recalling the event. “A confrontation ensued. Most of my men died. Only Ranger Aradon and I escaped.”

      “Are you serious?” Thurvin arched his brow. “A team of seasoned warriors against an old man, two dwarfs, an acrobat, a thief, a princess, and her bodyguard?”

      “They had help – a former soldier, a man I knew from the Murguard. His name is Brogan Reisner, a previous member of the Pallanese Gleam Guard. The man is reckless and lacks finesse, but he is experienced and knows how to use his size in a fight. There was also an archer, someone highly skilled. Between those two, the princess’s magic, and a dose of bad luck, the encounter went very poorly. My horse was spooked and raced off with me struggling to remain in the saddle. When I returned, everyone was dead except Aradon, who had fled and hid in the forest.”

      With a hand to his forehead and eyes closed, Thurvin sighed. “I see.” The wizard lowered his hand and scowled at Despaldi. “However, you were away for a good three weeks, maybe longer. Surely there must be more to your story.”

      “Yes. Aradon and I followed their trail to a logging camp. We discovered the fugitives had taken a river barge the day prior. Unfortunately, it was the last one and a replacement barge was still under construction. Those barges run directly to Illustan, the trip taking half the time as it would on horseback. We were forced to wait two full days before the barge was ready. By the time we reached Illustan, three days after their own arrival, much had transpired.

      “Believe it or not, a dragon had attacked the city.”

      Thurvin scoffed. “You must be joking.”

      “Exactly what I said to the first few citizens who reported the event.” Despaldi shook his head, recalling the destruction. “Buildings around the city had been damaged, many scorched black, some burnt to the ground. Lord Raskor himself attempted to fend off the dragon. Later that evening, he succumbed to his wounds. I missed the funeral by one day.”

      Thurvin stood, leaning forward with his palms on the desk. “Raskor is dead?”

      Despaldi nodded. “He is. The throne of Pallanar sits empty, the ice flames dormant.”

      Standing upright, Thurvin rubbed at his chin. “This is interesting news, indeed.”

      “Do you not find it disturbing?”

      “How so?”

      “Three wizard lords dead in a brief time span. Doesn’t that make you wonder if something nefarious is occurring?”

      Chuckling, Thurvin replied, “I see it as the gods opening the door to a new era. With Raskor out of the way, Pallanar will be that much easier to conquer once we have Ghealdor under our control.”

      “Another wizard lord will take Raskor’s place. The Darkening will reach Illustan soon.”

      “True. However, Raskor was famous for his wisdom and held the respect and adoration of his subjects. Anyone taking his place will be less of a threat and more apt to make mistakes.”

      While Despaldi agreed with Thurvin’s assessment, he had other concerns but chose to keep them to himself, opting to resume his tale.

      “I discovered our quarry housed at Lord Raskor’s castle, which complicated my task. Aradon and I devised a means inside, posing as Ghealdan ambassadors. When we were allowed to see the queen, we learned Landish and his cohorts had sailed off on a ship earlier that morning. You will never guess at their destination.”

      “Hmm. Let me see…” Thurvin flashed a humorless smile. “Kelmar.”

      Despaldi flinched. “How… How did you know?”

      “Did you forget? I am the hub of all information in Farrowen.”

      While Despaldi admitted that Thurvin’s network of informants was impressive, he could not fathom how the man could have gleaned such information. No messenger could have reached Marquithe faster than he had, not with the snow in the mountains. An ember of doubt sparked inside him, burning with fear he had never before felt from the man.

      He forced himself to complete his report. “Obviously, the fugitives were beyond my grasp. I could not follow them to the home of the witches, their location unmarked on any map. With the bitter taste of failure on our tongues, Aradon and I returned here to share the news and to receive further instructions.”

      Thurvin sat down, leaned back, and brought tented fingers to his lips. He glared at Despaldi through narrowed eyes, his gaze then shifting toward the open book on his desk, lingering for a moment before looking back up.

      “You have failed me.” Thurvin’s statement cut Despaldi to the quick, a blade’s edge tearing through his pride. “Normally, I would have little patience for failure, but I know your history and have no evidence of prior transgressions. Since you have previously proven yourself reliable, I will consider this an anomaly. At the same time, I will not suffer future disappointment in your duties.”

      The dent to Despaldi’s pride was not insignificant. He would see it repaired. “My reputation is built upon diligence, detail, and determination. I will not fail again.”

      “Yes. I have a means to ensure your future success.” The man’s scowl turned up into a smirk. “You will be the first to receive an augmentation of my magic.”

      Frowning, Despaldi glanced toward the book, the patterns on the page a twisting, confusing mess. “I don’t understand.”

      “Come here,” Thurvin said, rising to his feet.

      Steeling himself, Despaldi circled the desk and stood beside the shorter man.

      Thurvin held one hand against Despaldi’s chest. “Show me your hands.”

      Despaldi held his palms out, Thurvin’s other hand hovering over them as he gazed down at the book.

      “No disruptions,” the wizard warned. “Anything less than perfection could end quite poorly, perhaps even obliterating the both of us.”

      Standing still, Despaldi endured the silent tension, waiting for… What? He had no idea. Suddenly, he gasped, his back arching, body trembling as pain erupted in his hands, shot up through his arms and into his chest, sharp and excruciating. The world spun, blackened, and he fell to the floor, landing on his hands and knees. Spots danced before his eyes as he panted, almost like he had run for miles. His hands tingled with the points of a thousand needles. A smell arose, reminding him of charred metal, as if he had just entered a forge.

      When his vision cleared, tendrils of smoke rose up from the floor beneath him. He pulled his hands away to reveal blackened prints where they had been. Turning his hands, he discovered his palms glowed with the deep orange of angry coals. Startled, he rose to his feet, gripping the desk to steady himself. The wood crackled and burst into flames. He jerked his hand away and staggered backward.

      Thurvin scooped the book from the desk in a flash. Backing from the rising flames, the wizard lord extended his hand toward it and used his magic to smother the fire. Black smoke filled the room.

      Despaldi coughed and backed away, his tingling hands still held out before him, fearing to touch anything.

      Turning to the window, Thurvin unlatched it and flung it open. The cool breeze whistled into the room, bringing fresh air and stirring the smoke.

      Thurvin shook his head. “It appears I will need a new desk.” The wizard’s gaze shifted toward Despaldi’s hands. “How do you feel?”

      “My hands…” They were still glowing. “What have you done to me?”

      “I used an augmentation called ignatious, focusing the effect on your hands.”

      Appalled, Despaldi stared down at his palms, which pulsed like melted metal. “Why?”

      “I had to start somewhere, test it. What you did to the desk…” The wizard glanced down at it, then the handprints on the floor. “It is incredible. But there is more.” There was an eagerness in Thurvin’s voice. “According to the instructions, you should be able to control it, extend the effect to inanimate objects.” Walking out the door, Thurvin spoke over his shoulder. “Follow me. We must test your new abilities, determine what is possible and how to best utilize them.”

      Despaldi paused and gazed down at his palms, still afraid to touch anything. What has the madman done to me? How can I eat without burning my food? How will I sleep without igniting the bed? He gasped. How will I relieve myself without scorching my manhood?

      “Come along, Despaldi!” Thurvin insisted.

      With an uncertainty he had never before experienced, Roddem Despaldi followed his new master into the corridor, praying to Farrow to grant him strength.
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      Squinting in the bright, mid-day sunlight, Garvin peered across the bay. Mountains lined the northern horizon, beyond the water. From his position twenty miles down the coast from where the army camped, Dorban’s harbor was too distant to see. At the same time, lookouts at the garrison could not see what was about to transpire.

      The docks where he stood were quiet, occupied only by a single fishing boat, the others undoubtedly out on the water in pursuit of the day’s catch. Two ships hugging the coast drifted in from the east, sails down as they dropped anchor a quarter mile from shore. Longboats were lowered into the water, a pair from each ship, and the sailors on board began rowing.

      Turning around, Garvin walked the length of the dock and followed the path up to the village of Bedow’s Point. Ironically, the actual point was a couple miles to the west, the strip of land creating a natural bay. The fishing village consisted of fifteen buildings, most of them houses. In the center was the town hall, a building without walls, filled with tables and benches beneath a peaked roof. Three men, nine women, and a handful of children occupied those tables, the area surrounded by a squad of armed soldiers.

      Garvin climbed the hillside, walked past the quiet, scared townsfolk, and headed toward the cluster of carriages parked along the gravel road – the only street in the village.

      Palkan Forca emerged from one of the carriages, the tall man striding toward Garvin. “You are determined to move forward with this plan?”

      Garvin nodded. “I am. Under the given circumstances, it is the best means to take Dorban before mid-winter.”

      “In that case, I wish to go with you.”

      Garvin was careful not to show a reaction. “So, you changed your mind?”

      The wizard shrugged. “Your plan has some merit and might succeed with proper care and attention to detail. I don’t trust Durr with my wife’s life on the line.” He frowned. “In truth, you leave me no choice.”

      “Very well. Please tell me you have the cleric’s robe I provided to Durr.”

      “I do, and I have given my role some thought. I am ready.”

      Good man. Garvin nodded. “Get changed. The longboats will dock in a few minutes. I wish to be on our way expeditiously to reduce chance of discovery.” Turning toward the carriages, Garvin shouted, “Everyone out! We are to board in five minutes!”

      The wizardesses began to emerge from the carriages, including Portia Forca, just before her husband climbed back inside to change. Despite Garvin’s request that the wizardesses dress as poorly as possible, many of them appeared ready for a dinner party. Their worst garb was quite a distance from that of a commoner. Garvin swept past them, intent on the cluster of soldiers at the tail of the carriage train.

      “Korm, Daggett, Bean, are the men ready?”

      The three members of the Midnight Guard glanced at each other, Daggett nodding. “Ready, Lieutenant.”

      Four Thundercorps soldiers stood ready, each dressed in civilian garb – simple cloaks over a variety of greens, browns, blues, and grays. The swords at their hips were visible, at least for now.

      “Gather up, men. Each of you, find a partner among the wizardesses. I’ll see you at the docks.”

      Turning, Garvin strode through the cluster of women, some appearing frightened, others with their chins thrust out as if the entire thing were beneath them.

      Perhaps it is, but war cares nothing for status.

      Stopping beside Portia Forca, Garvin extended an elbow. “Shall we?”

      Portia glanced toward the carriage where her husband was changing. “Yes. Let’s get this over with.”

      The woman, ten years Garvin’s senior and thicker of build than his preference, walked alongside him as if they belonged together, which was the point. He slowed as he drew near the town hall and addressed the soldier in charge of the prisoners.

      “Sergeant Haim, to ensure these good folks don’t do anything stupid, I ask you to remain with them until nightfall. Once it’s dark, return to camp and rejoin the troops. If any of the fishermen return, hold them with the others.”

      Haim thumped a fist to his breastplate. “Yes, sir.”

      With Portia on his arm, Garvin followed the path down to the docks. A sailor dressed in black stood there, waiting.

      “Lieutenant Garvin?” the man asked.

      Garvin nodded. “Yes.”

      The sailor extended a hand. “I am Captain Churles of the Line Walker. My compatriot, Captain Flair, is waiting upon his ship for your arrival.”

      Garvin gazed out toward the two ships, one of which was a long, three-masted freighter. “Yours is the freighter?”

      “It is.”

      “It appears long enough.” His gaze locked on the other man’s. “You are aware your ship will be forfeit in this venture?”

      “I have been compensated, as have my crew.”

      Charcoan did as requested. I wonder how much gold it cost him. “Your sacrifice will save many lives.”

      “Wonderful.” The man grinned. “I can retire a hero.”

      He clapped the man on the shoulder. “Should we succeed, I will be sure your name is known across Farrowen for your part in this battle.”

      Garvin hopped into a longboat before helping Portia climb down. The soldiers and other wizardesses followed until the four longships were full, then they pushed away from the dock and headed toward the waiting ships.
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      It was late afternoon when the ship docked at Dorban. With Portia Forca at his side, Garvin waited while soldiers dressed as civilians crossed the plank to the pier, wizardesses on their arms. In twos and fours, the couples headed toward the city. Portia’s husband then exited the ship alone, his white cleric’s robes ruffling in the sea breeze.

      Garvin turned to the man beside him, his wavy black hair speckled with gray, his mustache waxed and curled. For a sailor, Captain Flair was a striking display of vanity, the man’s doublet deep blue, the shirt beneath it white and ruffled.

      “Thank you, Captain,” Garvin said, extending his hand toward the man. He leaned in close and whispered, “I trust she will be ready to sail at sunset.”

      “Aye,” Flair said in a hushed reply. “The cargo is ready, and I’ll have her on course as planned.”

      “Good.” Garvin’s gaze flicked across the ship. No other sailors were nearby. “It may be difficult to say goodbye, but once we are done, you’ll have enough gold to buy two ships.”

      “Perhaps.” Flair shrugged. “Or maybe I’ll just find me a lass and retire on an island in the shoals.”

      “It’s your gold to spend as you wish. Just do your job.”

      “Consider it done. I just hope Churles is in position on time, as well.”

      With Portia on his arm, Garvin descended the plank. He glanced at the woman, her brow knit in concentration. He felt nothing of her magic, but when he glanced down, the sword he knew to be on his hip was not visible.

      Looking toward the pier, he saw Daggett waiting with one of the older wizardesses. Garvin only knew him by his green cloak, the man’s face altered to appear in his sixties, his black hair now balding and gray, his lean torso turned to an overstuffed belly.

      Masked by illusion, nobody will guess we are soldiers.

      “Let’s find an inn to stay for the night,” Garvin said loud enough for the dock workers to hear.

      The two couples walked down the dock, trailing Palkan Forca by a fair margin. Ahead, a squad of Ghealdan soldiers occupied the road between the docks and the city gate. A line of wagons and people on foot waited to enter the city, the guards carefully inspecting each party. Garvin watched with interest as the first soldier and wizardess were questioned. The interrogation lasted only moments before the soldiers moved on to the next couple.

      Garvin wondered about his decision to take eight soldiers, worrying it might appear odd for so many civilians to be entering Dorban via ship at once. Accordingly, he had trained the men diligently, each possessing a false history and the same explanation as to why he needed to reach the city, one that was solidified by the presence of a Ghealdan cleric.

      Four couples passed through without issue, disappearing through the city gate by the time Palkan Forca reached the guards. Garvin was close enough to hear the exchange.

      Forca addressed them with disdain. “May Gheald bless you soldiers and give you the strength to protect our wizardom, unlike your compatriots in Shear and Fastella, who failed miserably.”

      The guards seemed surprised and looked at one another until one recovered enough to respond. “Your Honor, what brings you to Dorban?”

      “Like many, I flee the oppression of usurpers,” Forca snarled. “They have defiled the Tower of Devotion and force the citizens of Fastella to pray to Farrow. It sickens me, and I refuse to bend knee to another god.” He clasped his hands together as if in prayer. “Please tell me you will not allow the Farrowen Army to take Dorban, as well.”

      One guard scoffed. “Heldain still rules Dorban. He and Ilsup would die before they allowed the army to take the city.”

      “Very good.” Forca nodded. “Now, may I be on my way?”

      “First, I would have your name and that of where you intend to stay.”

      “I am Cleric Gregor Barnes, and I intend to stay at the Dorban Temple.”

      “Where are your brethren? Do they not also flee?”

      Forca leaned close, speaking softly as he glanced toward Garvin. “My brothers and I are filtering out one at a time, each of us escorting refugees to places of safety – Dorban, Tangor, Westhold. These people who are with me are my flock. Others will arrive soon.”

      The guards nodded and waved Forca forward. While he had yet to clear inspection, Garvin was hopeful. Getting into the city was among the riskier portions of the plan. Should it go well, they only needed to wait until nightfall.
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      The day had been both enlightening and frightening. Rindle had never imagined magic could alter one’s appearance until he saw it for himself, Garvin’s face instantly changing to that of a man twice his age. While magic frightened him, he imagined the things he could do with such an ability. The thief inside him longed to test it.

      The man dressed as a cleric, which was surely a ruse, entered the city after the guards waved him past. Rindle watched from the docks as Garvin, transformed to an old man through Portia Forca’s magic, approached the guards. The men asked Garvin a few questions, the disguised soldier answering without pause, as if rehearsed. When the Dorban soldiers waved Garvin and the woman past, Rindle followed, slowing as he reached the guards.

      “Hello, good sirs.” He gestured toward his clothes, stained and tattered just enough to fit his role. “The name is Brin Handall. I’m a sailor. Just came in on Tide Crawler.” He grimaced, looking backward. “However, I wish to seek out a new ship. Captain Flair and I got into a tiff, me calling him a few names, him tossing me off and sending me on my way.” He leaned close and whispered, “You know how it is, right?”

      A guard pointed toward the weapon on Rindle’s hip. “What’s with the sword?”

      Rindle looked down and patted the hilt. “It’s a rapier. Belonged to my father. He was a dueling champion in his youth. When he died, I kept it in his memory.” He shook his head and lowered his voice. “In truth, I don’t even know how to use it. I just wear it to deter others. It works most of the time.”

      One guard looked at the other and shrugged. “Move along,”

      Rindle tipped the sailor’s cap he wore while passing. “If you run into me at an inn later, I’ll buy you each a shot of swoon.”

      The guards’ grumpy expressions grew brighter. “I suggest Heron’s Tankard on Hollis Lane. It’s our favorite.”

      Rindle bowed as he backed away. “I will do just that. Thank you.”

      He spun around just in time to see Garvin and Portia Forca disappear into the crowd beyond the gates. Following, he entered the city, his gaze sweeping the crowd in search of his quarry.

      Garvin and the others were clustered across the square. After a moment, all eight couples and the false cleric headed down the street. A guard entered the square with a sword raised high, waving it and pointing down the same street. Four men dressed as civilians peeled off from the crowd and followed. Each man had a sword at his hip.
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      Priella stopped outside the throne room, Bosinger standing beside her. “I am here to join the discussion.” Her voice was firm, her jaw set.

      The guards bracketing the closed doors looked at each other, one responding. “The queen gave orders she was not to be disturbed.”

      “Those orders do not apply to her own daughter,” she said haughtily.

      “Well, she is in there with the Wizards Council.”

      “Yes. And that is why I must join the meeting.” She waved her hands as if to execute a spell. “Will you step aside, or shall I make you regret your decision to defy me?”

      To punctuate the effect, Bosinger drew his longsword. She suspected the guards knew his reputation. Worse, they knew her own history – the whispers, the accusations.

      Nervous eyes flicked from her to the gleaming sword and back. The guards parted, each standing to the side of the double doors, one of the men stating, “If the queen asks, we shall say you forced your way inside.”

      “And I would have it no other way,” Priella replied as she walked past and pushed the doors open.

      The throne room was irregularly shaped, twice the width at the back as at the front, the floor sloping down toward the dais. Rows of benches had been cut into a floor shaped like a half-circle. The entire room was carved out of the side of the cliff, as was the rear portion of the entire castle. High windows at the front allowed daylight to illuminate the space, making it easy to see when the sun was in the sky as it was now.

      Nine padded, wooden chairs sat between the front bench and the dais, each occupied by a wizard. Upon the dais were two thrones, the larger of which remained unoccupied. In the other sat her mother. The moment Ariella saw her, the woman’s face clouded over.

      “…the best opportunity to continue…” The man stopped in mid-sentence and turned toward the door, the other wizards mimicking his action, all eyes settling on Priella.

      Not waiting for an invitation, she turned to Bosinger. “Get me a chair.”

      The bodyguard sheathed his sword and headed toward the storage room at the rear corner. Priella began walking down the steps, moving at an easy pace, her jaw set, eyes issuing a challenge to any who might oppose her. When she reached the floor, she moved to one end of the chairs and gave a shallow bow to the throne.

      “I apologize for my tardiness. Thank you for the invite, Mother.”

      “The invite?”

      Priella tilted her head, dipping it slightly. Doing her best to convey her intention. Remember our conversation. You must support me, Mother.

      Ariella’s eyes narrowed before she nodded. “Yes. Of course.”

      Bosinger descended with a chair, placing it behind Priella. She sat with her mother to her left, the row of wizards to her right, all staring in her direction.

      “Pardon my interruption, Wizard Leordan. Please, continue where you left off.”

      The man stroked his long, gray beard. “Yes. Of course.” He gathered himself and turned toward the dais. “As I was saying, we should consider the success the other wizardoms have had, open up the field to any with sufficient talent. The given situation, the royal family without surviving male heirs, begs for us to evaluate other options.”

      Ariella bristled, her knuckles going white as she gripped the arms of her throne. “Pallanar has thrived for many centuries on honor and tradition. Would you have the ambitious scrambling for position, attacking fellow wizards to eliminate competition as they vie for the throne?”

      The man blinked. “Certainly there must be a middle ground. There is no need to forego civility.”

      “What then?” Ariella leaned forward, her gaze a challenge. “Why do you find my nephews unacceptable? Both are wizards, both graduates of the University. Both are due to arrive this afternoon.”

      The old man glanced at the other wizards. “Yes, well, they may have some talent, but neither is particularly skilled. They also have shown suspect…decision making.”

      “I am aware of Delcor’s transgressions. He has paid those women well, enough to raise the children for years to come.”

      “Don’t forget Arvid’s fondness for swoon,” Priella added, remembering stories she had heard even while away at the University.

      Her mother shot her an angry glare. “Yes. That, as well.”

      Wizard Garwick, a balding, middle-aged man, stood. He opened his palms in supplication. “Please, Your Highness. We merely ask that you consider the possibilities. The Darkening occurs the day after tomorrow. Would you place all hope on Delcor and Arvid? Would it be so wrong to add another applicant from outside the family? One who is a proven leader? One who displays the wisdom and honor Pallanar expects from a wizard lord?”

      “I will do it,” Priella said.

      All eyes turned toward her.

      “Do what?” her mother asked.

      “I wish to be an applicant at the ceremony.”

      Garwick grunted. “A woman? It has never been done.”

      Leordan shook his head. “Don’t you recall Pherelyn? In every wizardom, women have been forbidden from becoming an applicant because of her dark reign. Pallanar could not endure such a disaster. It cannot be allowed.”

      Priella turned toward her mother with pleading eyes. You must support me, Mother.

      A silence filled the room, thick and palpable. Priella realized she was holding her breath.

      Finally, Ariella leaned back and closed her eyes. “The council is correct. It cannot be allowed.”

      Audible exhales came from the wizards, the men visibly relaxing in their seats. Even Garwick sat with a sigh of relief.

      Leordan stood, leaning on his walking staff as he approached the dais. “We need a third applicant to join your nephews in the ceremony.” The old man extended an open palm toward the queen. “Please. Allow the council to select someone with potential. Pallan will decide which applicant is worthy.”

      Ariella’s shoulders slumped and she appeared worn. “The ceremony does call for three. Just remember, any applicant not raised to wizard lord will be consumed by Pallan.”

      “Yes, Your Highness. We will ensure our applicant is aware of the risks.”

      “Then it is agreed.” She rose to her feet. “This discussion is over. I will see you, and your applicant, in the temple two days hence.”

      The woman turned and walked toward a door to the side of the dais, Priella watching her the entire time. When she was gone, the wizards stood and began to climb the stairs toward the rear doors. Still, Priella remained seated, frustrated but not defeated.

      I will not give up so easily, Mother. There is a reason Pallan claimed my brothers and spared me. It was a truth that had come to her during her stay at Tiadd, after a visit by a mysterious old man who educated her on the finer points of divine providence. You may have denied my request, but you will not deny my destiny.
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      The dim light of dusk graced the sky, stars emerging to join the brilliance of the moon.

      “Is everyone ready?” Garvin scanned the faces of the men before him, fierce determination in their eyes.

      The illusions masking them were gone, the wizardesses safely inside the inn. Garvin and his squad stood on the gravel of a quiet stable yard behind the building, the area covered in shadow. Forca stood out among them, the man still wearing the white cleric robes, the others in muted shades, less noticeable in the darkness.

      Among the soldiers were Garvin’s three fellow Midnight Guard, men whom he trusted with his life. The others had volunteered to assist in the mission. Other than last names – Briggs, Ghirbaldi, Steck, and Dillard – he knew little of those men. Thus far, they had listened and executed every command without hesitation. He hoped they would prove reliable in battle, as well, for their blades would be required for his plan to work.

      Garvin’s stomach fluttered, his heart pounding, palms damp in anticipation of what was to come. By now, you would think I would be used to this. He gazed into the eyes of his squad and gave his final instructions.

      “We wait for the signal, and when it comes, it falls on us to take the gate.”

      “What is the signal?” Briggs asked.

      “You will know it when you see it. Trust me.” Garvin’s gaze swept across the men. “Timing is critical. If we can’t open the portcullis when Henton’s force arrives, they will be caught between the garrison and the outer wall. The plan requires stealth and speed, which means he will have no more than five hundred soldiers for the assault, the rest remaining back at camp. With the garrison housing two thousand enemy soldiers, I don’t need to explain what would happen should we fail.

      “We must control the gate and hold it open while our army storms the city.” He gripped his sword and felt the solidness of his hilt in his hand, ready to draw it at a moment’s notice. “Let’s go and–”

      Four men stormed out of the inn, the lead man shouting, “You are under arrest!”

      Soldiers emerged from the alley, swords drawn, ready to engage.

      Garvin drew his sword, his men joining him as they backed toward the stable, forming a line.

      A tall, bearded man at the forefront of the eight armored soldiers said, “We heard everything, so there’s no point in denying it. You plan to betray the city, and we cannot allow it.”

      Garvin and his men were outnumbered and lacked armor. His hopes rested on Forca to make the difference. He shuffled closer to the wizard and whispered, “When they rush us, do something to even the odds.”

      Forca stepped backward. “Stand in front of me. Crouch down when I say.”

      Sliding before the man, occupying the gap between Korm and Daggett, Garvin wondered how the city guards had known of their presence.

      The lead guard shouted, “You are outnumbered. Lay down your weapons!”

      Briggs squatted to place his sword onto the gravel.

      “No!” Garvin commanded. “We will not surrender.”

      The man glanced back at Garvin. “This is hopeless. It is eight against two dozen. Why die for nothing?”

      A flash of insight struck. “It was you,” Garvin growled.

      Briggs’ eyes widened, and he burst into a run across the stable yard. Slowing as he reached the guards, Briggs stopped at the side of the alley.

      The enemy squad leader nodded to him. “Well done, soldier. Your gold is waiting, as promised.” He then waved his sword at Garvin. “Last chance. What is it going to be? Life or death?”

      Betrayed, Garvin thought. The act of a fellow soldier turning against his own irked him beyond reason. He wanted blood. Briggs’ blood.

      “Never,” Garvin snarled.

      The soldier grimaced, raised his sword, and shouted, “Kill them!”

      The armored men rushed past the lead soldier, weapons flashing.

      “Down!” Forca shouted.

      Garvin fell to his chest, stirring a puff of dust. A sizzling blast of lightning spread out like a fan, the bolts drawn to the armored attackers. Sixteen soldiers were struck in a chain reaction of arcing electricity, their bodies shaking violently, smoke rising from their helmets, the smell of ozone filling the air. Seconds passed before the bolts stopped. The soldiers collapsed in heaps of charred metal and smoldering flesh.

      “Now, kill the rest,” Forca said, sounding exhausted.

      Leaping to his feet, Garvin charged forward, skewering one of the unarmored men. A sword flashed, and he ducked beneath it. With a jerk, he yanked his blade free and backed away, positioning himself back to back with Korm, the big man using his long reach to keep two guards at bay. The four unarmored enemies were dead, as was one of the armored soldiers who had somehow avoided the lightning. Bean lay on the ground, bleeding from the stomach. Five of Garvin’s men remained on their feet, facing six enemies. There was little time and a gate to capture.
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        * * *

      

      His rapier in hand, Rindle watched from the stables. The fight was frenetic – weapons slashing, blood spraying, men dying. Garvin and his men were skilled, dispatching each Ghealdan soldier with efficiency. In moments, the only remaining enemies were the squad leader and the man who had betrayed Garvin. Those two turned and ran down the alley, fading into the darkness.

      Three men gave chase, leaving the wizard and another man with Garvin, who stood over his downed fellow soldier.

      Forca slipped past Garvin. “That spell was exhausting. I am spent and need to rest for a bit; otherwise I will be of little use to you.”

      Garvin waved him off and knelt beside one of his fallen men. “Get something to drink and meet us at the gate as soon as you can. We will need you if another wizard appears. Send out a wizardess, your best healer.”

      Grimacing, Forca turned toward the inn and headed to the door.

      “Hold on, Bean,” Garvin said in a soothing voice, his hand on the man’s forehead. “A healer is coming.”

      The man on the ground was pale, his tunic drenched with blood from a stomach wound. He was moments from death. From behind Garvin, the other remaining soldier approached, an intense expression on his face, his sword gripped tightly.

      Rindle instantly understood the man’s intent. He means to kill Garvin! Panic struck. He could not allow Garvin to die, not until he discovered the man’s secret. Without it, he was doomed to remain Parsec’s pawn until one of them was dead.

      The soldier lifted his blade overhead, standing over Garvin, ready to drop a killing blow. In an instant, Rindle made his decision, leaping from the stable with a thrust, his long arm and longer blade covering the distance, skewering the attacking soldier in his exposed ribs.

      “Argh!” the injured man cried out, dropping his weapon as he fell to the ground, his body sliding off Rindle’s rapier.

      Garvin spun about with a blade in hand, tip leveled at Rindle’s chest. His gaze flashed to the injured man and back.

      “He was going to kill you,” Rindle blurted.

      “It’s you. The thief from the tower,” Garvin replied. “What are you doing here?”

      Rindle scrambled for a response, seeking a plausible lie but knowing he had no time to apply proper consideration. “I was following you.”

      The soldier who had tried to kill Garvin was on one knee, wincing in pain as he held his side. Suddenly, blood burst from his mouth and he fell to ground, convulsing.

      Garvin waved his sword at Rindle. “I will hear the reason for your presence. Answer immediately and truthfully, or you will die.”

      “I wish to be like you,” Rindle said, the words hurried.

      “What?”

      “I… I am not a very good thief. However, I am skilled with this blade. Perhaps I can do some good with it. You fight for a cause, something you believe in. I have never had such a thing in my life. The idea…intrigues me.” Surprisingly, the words were not a lie.

      Garvin glanced back at the man Rindle had stabbed. His convulsing stopped and he fell still. At that moment, Garvin’s three squadmates returned at a run, slowing as they entered the stable yard.

      “What happened to Dillard?” one asked.

      Another pointed at Rindle. “Who is he?”

      “Dillard tried to betray us and died for it.” Garvin gestured toward Rindle. “As for him, he is another sword, something we need if we are to succeed. What’s your name?”

      “Rindle.”

      “All right, Rindle. We have a gate to open. If you can obey orders and survive the night, we will see what tomorrow brings.”

      The biggest man of the group looked down at his fallen comrade. “What about Bean?”

      Garvin shook his head. “Sorry, Korm. Bean is dead.”

      A thump came from the direction of the garrison, the sky above it glowing with the telling orange light of fire.

      “That is the signal.” With his face tinted orange by the glow of the flames in the sky, Garvin said, “Here we go.”
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        * * *

      

      “Enjoy yourselves. You’ve earned it,” Captain Ingas Flair shouted, waving to his crew as they descended the plank to the docks.

      The men laughed and shouldered one another while on their way toward the city gate. Their jokes and laughter were audible in the distance, even as they reached the guards inspecting anyone entering the city. Flair shook his head, still wearing a grin as he turned toward his ship.

      The sky was dark, just a hint of purple to the west, soon to fade to black. The only light on the ship came from the lantern hanging from the main mast, the amber light of the flames flickering in the breeze. He headed toward the lantern and lifted it from the hook. It dangled from his outstretched hand as he headed toward the quarterdeck one last time.

      He ran his hand along the rail, stained dark, sanded smooth, and coated with shellac. It was a good rail, solid and reliable, just like the rest of the ship. When he reached the stairs, he climbed up slowly, savoring each step, the sound of his boots on the wood echoing in the quiet night. Upon the quarterdeck, he gazed up at the rear mast, the sails furled, the rigging tied off to prevent them from coming free.

      Gripping the wheel with his free hand, he turned it slowly and imagined himself on the sea, the wind driving the ship forward, the swell beneath sliding across the hull…just man, the wind, and the sea in a dance of perfect harmony.

      “I will miss you, old girl,” he muttered. “You have been a fine mistress, but all affairs must come to an end, and ours has reached its moment of passing.”

      He released the wheel and crouched down, searching the floorboards in the light of the lamp. The captain’s cabin was directly below where he stood. If anyone had inspected it, they might discover a particular ceiling cabinet door that refused to open, maybe assuming the wood simply too swollen from moisture. In truth, that cabinet was nailed shut from the inside, impossible to open. The only way in was through the floorboard above.

      When he located the tiny knothole, he wedged a finger in and pulled. The board resisted but eventually came free, the wood creaking noisily against the neighboring planks. Inside, he found a bag and pulled it out, the coins inside clinking a glorious tune that made him want to whistle.

      He rose to his feet and tucked the bag beneath one arm while drawing his dagger. It only took a moment to cut through the line for the lowest sail, the sheet dropping down to unfurl. The wind caught and filled the sail with a snap, rippling in the breeze. As expected, it came from the northeast, as it did most of the time in Dorban. He had counted on the wind blowing in that direction. The entire plan relied on it.

      Flair descended to the main deck, holding the lamp in one hand, his dagger in the other as he crossed to the hatch near the bow. The bag of coins remained pinned against his side the entire time. It was a wonderful discomfort, the kind he could endure without end.

      When Flair reached the hatch, he crouched down and pulled it open, the light pouring through to reveal an empty hull, save for two barrels labeled stewed apples. The rest of the cargo had been unloaded, claiming the remaining barrels as something he had bought specifically for Ariella, Lord Raskor’s wife, eager to deliver it to her upon his return to Illustan. The lie held just enough truth to sound plausible, which was the best kind of lie…at least that was what Flair had discovered during his thirty years as a sailor.

      “This is my kiss goodbye, Tide Crawler. May the gods treat you well.”

      He dropped the lantern into the hull, the glass shattering, flames spilling out onto the wooden floor.

      Closing the hatch, he rose to his feet and headed toward the plank. He moved with a quickened step now, for timing was important and night had fully claimed the skies.

      When he reached the pier, he walked toward the end and immediately began sawing at the thick rope with his dagger. The line snapped, and the stern began to drift away from the dock.

      He then rushed to the line secured to the bow. The thick rope took an effort to cut, finally breaking away from the post when he was only three quarters through it.

      Tide Crawler drifted off, away from the dock and into the bay, the single unfurled sail full and taut in the sea breeze.

      Flair watched for a short time, ensuring his ship would find its final port. Finally satisfied, he gripped his bag of gold and headed toward the gates.

      Dockworkers and sailors were lined up, each one undergoing a brief interrogation before being allowed into the city. He waited his turn, hoping it would come before the chaos. The timing worked out, but just barely.

      “State your name and reason for entering the city,” a guard asked.

      “My name is Captain Ingas Flair. My ship, Tide Crawler, delivered food for the citizens of Dorban, per High Wizard Heldain’s request. I wish to go inside and have a few drinks with my men.”

      Another guard pointed. “What’s in the bag?”

      Flair looked down at the bag and realized he had forgotten to hide it from view. How do I explain forty gold pieces?

      The sound of a collision carried from across the bay, wood grinding on wood, planks breaking, poles snapping. A flash of orange lit the area, followed by a tremendous explosion.

      “We are under attack!” a guard shouted.

      “Everyone in the city. Now!” The guard nearest to Flair pushed him forward, into a cluster of bodies rushing through the gate like frightened cattle.

      Once inside, Flair slowed and melted into a cluster of dockworkers. The guards were busy trying to get everyone inside so they could close the gates. Flair just wandered along, allowing the crowd to usher him down a dark street. A taproom would be waiting, and he intended to celebrate.
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        * * *

      

      When a tower of flames illuminated the docks outside the Dorban Garrison, Churles put his mouth to the tube running from beside the helm to below decks and shouted for the men at the oars to double their efforts. The distraction would last only so long, and his ship still wasn’t in position.

      The dark line of the causeway waited just to the west, his ship running parallel to it. Sighting the opening ahead, a gap a bridge had occupied a short time ago, Churles turned the wheel, angling his vessel toward it.

      Shadows moved on the causeway road, marching toward the city. It would be close, but he was sure he could position the ship before the soldiers reached the opening.

      Ahead and to the starboard side, shouts of alarm and the pounding of boots came from the garrison docks as they filled with armored soldiers. Churles grinned, knowing that every moment spent worrying about the docks bought him time.

      When the ship reached the causeway, he cranked the wheel, shouting another command into the pipe. Oars reversed direction, slowing the craft. The next command issued had sailors on the port side of the ship rowing forward.

      He focused on the bow, then glanced toward the portside stern. It would be close, but there was no going back now.

      The prow struck one bank, the vessel lurching to a stop, the jarring impact just about tossing him over the wheel. Ribs bruised, he turned toward the stern again just before it struck the other bank. This time, the collision did send him sprawling. He rolled a couple times before stopping against the port rail as dirt sprayed across the deck, pelting him and everything else.

      When the ship settled, Churles sat up to discover the rear of the vessel wedged hard against the causeway, the surface of the road just above the freighter’s rear rail. From the darkness, soldiers emerged, the man in front calling out in the night.

      “Churles?”

      Climbing to his feet, the ship’s captain replied, “Yes. I am Captain Churles. Are you Henton?”

      A big soldier, dressed in full armor, leapt onto the deck. “I am. Well done, sailor.” He turned toward the soldiers lined up along the causeway. “All right. Squad leaders to me now.”

      The ship’s deck began to fill with men, perhaps two dozen, all gathering around Henton.

      The army captain then said, “Remain as quiet as possible. Get across and reform in ranks of twenty on the far side. Once ready, rush to the city. With shields up over your right shoulder, steer as clear from the garrison as possible. Remain wary until you are beyond bowshot. Do not engage the garrison soldiers unless they leave the stronghold. We only care about the city.”

      The squad leaders hurried across the ship, climbed the bow rail, and began gathering on the far bank of the causeway.

      “Squads One, Two, Three, Four, and Five, cross!” Henton shouted, the soldiers launching into action.

      Churles leaned against the portside rail as hundreds of soldiers rushed across his ship, a freighter a hundred feet in length, as if it were nothing but a bridge. With the damage taken on tonight, she is nothing more than a bridge. He had been paid well to beach the vessel and could easily retire, even after he paid the sixteen sailors still below decks.

      “Retirement.”

      The sound of the word made him smile.

      He wondered if Flair had ever considered settling on a quiet island in the shoals. The two captains had known each other for over a decade, spending many a night together in some dockside tavern in one city or another. As a result, they had learned to get along quite well.

      His wishful reverie was disturbed by a ruckus arising from the city.
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      Here we go again, Garvin thought as he led his team along the streets. People rushed in every direction, most exhibiting panic. The clanking of armor warned him of approaching guards. He rushed into an alley, followed by his five remaining men, including the thief from Fastella.

      The noise from the soldiers grew louder until a squad of armed guards rushed past, the soldiers heading toward the harbor gate. He stepped out of the shadows and hurried in the opposite direction, knowing his men would follow.

      At the end of the street was an open square and the gate. The portcullis remained down, the city closed off. Unlike the situation in Fastella, the square was not filled with soldiers, only a group of four armed men remaining stationed outside the lift tower. How many remained inside the tower, he could only guess.

      Without turning around, he said to his men, “There is no time for discussion or surrender. We must take them quickly.” Grunts of agreement were all he needed. “I’ll take the guard on the far right. The other three are up to you. Rindle, trail behind and wait outside the tower door. Anyone opens it, prick him with that poker you carry.”

      “Uh… Yes, sir,” the thief replied.

      “Good. Now, hold your weapons behind your back and act nonchalant until I make my move.”

      He advanced with his sword behind his back, the tip just inches above the street. When he reached the square, one of the city guards turned toward him, the man’s brow furrowed as he scrutinized Garvin.

      Garvin called out to the guards. “Thank, Gheald! I hoped I would find you here.”

      “Why? What is this about?” the guard asked, his three companions turning toward Garvin.

      “I came from the other gate.” Garvin continued toward them, walking at an easy but steady pace. “A wizard was there, casting magic, his fire blasting through the bars and burning men alive. It was horrible. We thought you might wish to warn the garrison.”

      “A wizard?” The guard at the far right, Garvin’s target, glanced toward the man beside him.

      The brief moment of distraction was just enough.

      Garvin brought his blade around in a wide arc, extending his arm for maximum reach. The tip raked across the guard’s face in a streak of blood, the man spinning away as he cried in pain. The other guards reacted, drawing swords and stepping back to make room. With a thrust, Garvin finished his wounded opponent and stepped aside to gauge the situation.

      Daggett faced the second man in line, the two trading strikes as one attacked and the other blocked. Garvin struck Daggett’s opponent in the back, his blade shearing through his mail and digging into his flesh. The man staggered, and Daggett finished him with a thrust through his stomach. The man fell, joining his already dispatched brethren.

      The door to the tower burst open, a soldier coming through with a shout, his sword held high and ready to strike. The man stiffened and stumbled when Rindle’s rapier took him in the ribs. Another guard followed, the man meeting his end when a mighty blow from Korm’s blade took his head off.

      Everything fell quiet. The six Dorban guards were dead, as was Ghirbladi, another man lost.

      Rindle leaned forward and peered into the doorway. “Nobody inside. Just a counterweight hanging from a chain and an empty stairwell.”

      Waving the thief forward, Garvin said, “Let’s go up and open this thing.”

      “Not so fast.”

      Garvin spun around at the vaguely familiar voice. Briggs and the other soldier who had escaped the ambush at the stable yard entered the square, trailed by a company of guards. Worse, there was a wizard with them.
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        * * *

      

      Rindle froze in the doorway of the tower. Sixty armed soldiers faced Garvin’s small crew, weapons drawn and ready to fight. A wizard stood among them, a man with long, black hair and a black beard with two distinctive white streaks framing his chin. The wizard’s description was well-known in Ghealdor, a man whose reputation mirrored that of his recently deceased cousin.

      “Heldain.” The name slipped from Rindle’s tongue. Does he know I killed Eldalain?

      Garvin turned toward him. “The high wizard?”

      “Yes,” Heldain’s deep voice boomed. “Where is the wizard who attacked my men?”

      Forca. They needed him to face Heldain. Without his magic, they were doomed.

      Garvin must have reached the same conclusion because he shouted, “Into the tower!”

      Rindle darted inside and pinned himself to the wall, out of sight. Daggett and Steck ran past him, the two men climbing the stairs. An angry roar came from Heldain as Garvin dove inside. A burst of amber flames lit the square, enveloping Korm just outside the doorway. Screaming, the burning man stumbled against the door, collapsed to his knees, and began to flail on the ground. The wooden doorframe caught fire, the tower filling with smoke to the echoes of Korm’s tortured screams.

      Garvin rose to his feet and shouted, “Daggett, Steck, open the gates. It’s our only chance.”

      The two men rushed up the staircase as Garvin turned to Rindle, gesturing toward the rapier in his hand. “I hope you are good with that thing, because we need to hold the stairs and buy them time to raise the gate.”

      Shouts came from outside the tower while flames licked the doorframe, Korm’s burning body blocking the opening. The man’s screams had ceased.

      Rindle followed Garvin up a long flight of stairs, the two of them stopping at the second landing where a small window overlooked the square. Peering through it, Rindle saw Heldain issuing orders, a squad of armed soldiers cautiously approaching the tower. Turning to gaze toward the uppermost floor, Rindle saw Daggett and Steck working to release the winch. The lever seemed to be stuck.

      A bolt of white lightning burst through the window near the winch, arcs of electricity crackling across the chain and the men gripping the winch release. Their bodies shook violently, eyes bulging, hair bursting into flames. When the lightning ceased, the two men fell. Steck’s corpse rolled down the stairs. Rindle and Garvin dodged out of the way, his body settling on the landing. Rindle stared down at the dead man at his feet, hair smoldering, eyes burned out. The smell was horrible.

      Voices and the clanking of armor came from the tower entrance, followed by the rush of boots on the stairs. Four soldiers appeared at the landing below with weapons brandished and faces grim.

      “What do we do?” Rindle asked.

      “We fight,” Garvin replied.
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        * * *

      

      Dismissing his worry about the wizard outside, Garvin focused on the enemies in the stairwell. While he needed to get the gate open, he could not do it if he was dead.

      He backed away, stepping over Steck’s corpse. Rindle did likewise, their actions luring the men on the landing below to advance. When they were halfway up, Garvin squatted and shoved Steck forward, the man’s body rolling and bouncing down the stairs. The first man leapt over him and slammed his shin into a step, crying out in pain. The next two each dodged to the side of the stairs, one narrowly missing Steck’s head, the other getting kicked by Steck’s feet but keeping his balance. The fourth man was not so lucky.

      Steck’s corpse struck the man’s lower legs, sweeping them out from underneath him. He fell face-first, striking the bridge of his nose on the edge of a step, his body immediately falling limp. Face covered in blood, the man slid down the stairs to the landing.

      As the lead guard neared the landing where Garvin waited, he swung low with his sword. Anticipating the move, Garvin leapt over it, kicking with all his might. The toe of his boot struck the soldier in the chin, a solid blow, snapping the man’s head back. His body followed, the two men below him barely avoiding getting hit as the man tumbled past. Another cluster of guards reached the landing, the falling guard crashing into them.

      The two remaining guards on the stairs advanced in unison, appearing cautious and unrushed. Garvin feared the two men knew how to fight together, an advantage he did not share with Rindle. Rather than face the disadvantage, he chose another option.

      “To the top! Now!”

      Rindle rushed up the stairs. He turned to follow, careful to watch the two below until the stairwell wall blocked them from view. Taking the bait, they rushed up. The first man turned the corner and was met by Garvin’s sword. Yanking it free, Garvin spun and rushed up the stairs. At the top, he stepped over Daggett’s corpse and surveyed his surroundings.

      The top floor was small, three strides across and four strides deep, the interior illuminated by a pair of torches. The winch and lift linkage were secured to one wall, and a wooden bench sat along the opposite wall. At the far end of the space was an open balcony to the tower interior, the counterweight dangling from a heavy, black chain. Through the window across from the balcony, Garvin had a clear view of the closed gate and the square where Heldain and his men waited.

      If I can see Heldain, he can see me, Garvin realized. The wizard sent that lightning through this window.

      “Don’t touch anything metal,” Garvin warned. “Not until Heldain is occupied, or he will zap us just like he did Daggett and Steck.”

      Rindle nodded, the thief still gripping his rapier, his eyes appearing a bit wild. Garvin turned toward the stairwell.

      A single soldier stood on the landing below, the man staring up at them while shouting down the stairs, “They are trapped on the top level! Get up here!”

      The rumble of footsteps followed, the landing filling with soldiers. Things did not look good. Another bolt of lightning struck, the flash of light blinding Garvin, the hair on his arms standing on end. The lightning ceased, leaving the air tasting like ozone.

      No. Things do not look good at all.
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        * * *

      

      Henton ran down the gravel road, he and his troops masked by darkness. Shouts came from the top of the garrison wall, joined by flight after flight of arrows. Some found their mark, felling a handful of soldiers. Most hit the ground or bounced harmlessly off raised shields. The garrison soon faded behind him as the city drew closer. He reached the location where his troops gathered, twenty squads stationed a few hundred feet from the city walls. It was a small safe zone between the city and the garrison, just outside of bowshot range, but it would not remain so for long.

      In the torchlight ahead, he could clearly see the city gate. It remained closed. If Garvin doesn’t open the gate, we will be trapped between the city walls and the garrison. The enemy outnumbers us four to one. They will grind us to bits. It had been a known risk the entire time, a calculated risk that now seemed a poor choice.

      A bolt of lightning arced toward the gate tower, the white light illuminating the courtyard beyond the portcullis. Dozens of soldiers waited inside the gate, surrounding a wizard. Things suddenly went from bad to worse.

      Henton stopped between two squad commanders and stared toward the city, debating his options. If Garvin is in the tower, he is trapped until the gate opens. With that wizard’s lightning, touching metal is the kiss of death. Yet we need that gate opened.

      “Captain!” a voice came from behind.

      Henton turned toward a soldier who rushed through the ranks. “Yes?”

      “The garrison, sir. The portcullis is rising. The army is about to attack us from behind.”

      The enemy attacking from the rear left him only one option.

      “Squad Five, Squad Six, archers!” Henton called. “To me!”

      In moments, forty archers surrounded him, their forms mere silhouettes in the darkness.

      “Squad Five, take position at the rear. If the soldiers from the garrison advance, you must slow them. Squad Six, you are with me. We will rush the gate. I need six bows ready should any archers appear at the top of the wall. The rest of you, we need to take out that wizard. We must do so swiftly, for I fear we will only get one chance.”

      Henton turned toward the rest of his men. “Everyone else, follow with shields up. Once the gate opens, rush the city.”

      He prayed it would open. It was their only chance.
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        * * *

      

      Blinking to clear his eyes, Rindle held his sword ready. The reverse image of the lightning blast lingered, and through it, he saw the guards below advancing.

      Again, Garvin rolled a corpse of a fallen squadmate down the stairs. It was less effective, slowing the enemy advance but all seven enemy soldiers remaining upright. As the first man neared the top of the stairs, Garvin lunged with an overhead strike. The soldier lifted his shield, and Garvin kicked, the heel of his boot striking the soldier’s chest plate, sending him backward. He collided into the men trailing him, and they went tumbling down the stairs in a cacophony of cries and clanking armor.

      A sudden urge came over Rindle, an image in his mind of what he must do. Narrow quarters, ideal for a thrusting weapon. I have Needle while they are saddled with short swords.

      He darted past Garvin, down three stairs, and plunged his rapier into the back of the nearest soldier. Continuing on, his blade flicked across the faces of the next two men as they tried to regain their footing, drawing blood and screams. Those men fell away to reveal another guard, sprawled out with his head on the landing, body on the stairs. The rapier found an unprotected spot, piercing the guard’s groin and eliciting a screech of pain.

      By then, the last three men were climbing to their feet. Rindle made a desperate thrust toward the first man but met a shield. He fell backward on the stairs as his opponent’s sword whistled past and smashed into the wall. Sitting up with a thrust, the rapier skewered the soldier’s armpit. The guard stumbled backward into another man before falling to the floor.

      The remaining upright enemy soldier attacked, his blade crashing down toward Rindle’s head. In a flash, he knew he could neither block nor avoid the blow, not while sitting on the stairs.

      This is how it ends.

      Before the blow could land, the pommel of a thrown sword struck the man’s face. He staggered backward, his nose a sudden fountain of blood. Garvin slammed into the man, driving him into a soldier who had just regained his footing. A dagger appeared in Garvin’s grip, slashing one man across the throat before burying deep in the other’s eye.

      The stairwell grew quiet, save for Rindle panting and wounded men moaning in pain.

      “We have no more time,” Garvin said, climbing the stairs. “If we don’t open the gate now, we will die.”

      Rindle reached the top of the stairs and peered out the window. The wizard was still there, watching, waiting to strike. “What of Heldain?”

      Garvin shook his head. “Someone else must deal with the wizard.”

      Turning to the winch, Rindle gazed at it in trepidation, wondering if lightning would strike yet again.
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        * * *

      

      Henton and his archers crept forward in the darkness. It was odd to not see the enemy upon the walls, not a single arrow fired in their direction. Where are their archers? he wondered. Through the grid of the portcullis bars, he counted in excess of four dozen Ghealdan soldiers, in addition to the purple-robed wizard.

      Just beyond the torchlight, he stopped. “When I count to three, we rush the gate and loose upon the enemy. Take the wizard out. After two rounds, we split up, run to the wall to either side of the gate, and prepare another volley.

      Turning toward the gate, he counted aloud, “One, two, three!”

      The archers rushed forward, bows nocked and ready. As Henton feared, archers appeared at the top of the walls, popping up as if by magic. Arrows fell on Henton’s troops, killing and wounding eight of his twenty archers in the first volley, Henton’s archers killing three enemy archers in return. The core of his squad stopped before the gate and unleashed a wave of death upon the enemy. Arrows sailed toward the wizard, who responded with a blast of magical fire, burning the missiles to a crisp before they could reach him. Two Ghealdan soldiers fell, but the wizard remained standing.

      Henton prayed the next volley would prevail. His hope faded as the soldiers surrounding the wizard shifted with shields raised to create a wall, obscuring him from view.

      Then, gloriously, a clanking noise joined the ruckus as the gate began to rise.
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        * * *

      

      Rindle stared at the floor, gathering resolve to help with the winch. Noticing an odd shadow in the linkage, he squatted and reached in, feeling a stone wedged between the wall and the release. He gripped it, wiggled, and pulled the stone free. Garvin, who had been grunting in an effort to trigger the release lever, suddenly lurched forward and slammed into the wall. The counterweight dropped a foot before slowing.

      Out in the courtyard, the wizard raised his arms for another attack. Rindle dove for Garvin, tackling the soldier to the floor just before a bolt of lightning struck. When the crackling electricity stopped, Rindle scrambled up and peered through the window.

      The gate had raised a foot, Farrowen soldiers rolling beneath it and into the square. The formation surrounding the wizard broke, the city guards attacking.

      Heldain is distracted.

      With the rock still in hand, Rindle pulled the winch lever open and stuck the rock into the linkage to hold it open. The portcullis didn’t rise.

      “We will have to crank the winch.” Rindle dreaded the prolonged contact with the metal should Heldain attack again.

      “Or we can add more weight.” Garvin climbed onto the railing. “You lock the gate open when it rises.”

      The man leapt to the counterweight, gripping the chain and placing his feet on the weight, the heavy block swinging from his momentum. Sure enough, the weight began to drop downward, causing the gate to rise. Soldiers stormed into the city, engaging the Farrowen troops. Heldain turned and ran, making it a few steps before arrows struck his back. The wizard fell to the street, tried to climb to his hands and knees, then collapsed.
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            Unravelling Mysteries

          

        

      

    

    
      Sister Harrietta read aloud, her voice drowning out that of Sister Ivarian from the other table. Rawk did his best to listen, but over the prior days of doing so, he had heard little that meant anything to him. The first days were long and boring with the others answering questions and causing the seers to discard one book of prophecy after another. Then they had visited the Oracle a second time.

      The image of Urvadan lingered in the back of his mind, two days after the incident. How could he ever forget the sight of the mad, evil god? Nothing he had experienced in his life approached the terror that had consumed him upon facing the Dark Lord, even if it had only been a vision. But that vision had attacked Xionne, tried to kill her. What else might happen now that they had drawn Urvadan’s attention? The thought continually rose up, panic roiling in Rawk’s stomach as he fought to push it back down, bury it. Squeezing his eyes closed, he wished his anxiety away and focused on the woman’s voice.

      “…and from the depths, two will arise, gifted with the talent to bend stone to their will, cursed with the songs only they can hear. Deemed vile, twisted, and depraved, these two will be cast from their world, banished for life.

      “One will find a purpose, his abilities praised, his curse desired. In this purpose, he will feed the hunger of one who craves the world but is doomed to choke on that which he desires.

      “The other will come later, lost until he finds She Who is Blinded by Birth, joined by the Charlatan of Ages. Together…”

      The woman’s words faded as the previous paragraphs replayed in Rawk’s mind. Finally, he blurted, “Can you read that again?”

      Harrietta looked up at him, appearing ready to snap at the interruption. Her angry look slipped away. “Which part?”

      The others looked at him. Jace was leaning back in his chair, his feet on the table, crossed at the ankles. Blythe sat beside him, her expression calm, patient. Like Jace, Adyn appeared relaxed, slouched in her chair, arms crossed, appearing as if she were about to doze off. When Rawk’s eyes met Salvon’s, the old man gave him a nod of encouragement. He was thankful the storyteller had joined them in their research. Other than Rhoa and Algoron, who were both in the other group, Salvon was the person Rawk trusted most.

      Rawk said, “Start with the two who can bend stone, hear songs.”

      The woman scanned the page and reread the section, stopping after the mention of the charlatan of the ages. “We have established that is Jace. The prior part refers to Makers.” Her eyes narrowed. “You believe it refers to yourself?”

      Rawk nodded. The gemsongs. The prophecy knows about my weakness, my…curse. “This prophecy mentions something none other has thus far, something secret.”

      A long moment of silence followed, interrupted by Jace. “What songs can you hear, Rawk? What is this secret…this curse?”

      Panic arose again. Not because of the Dark Lord, but because of the shadow inside of Rawk, his greatest shame. He had never said it aloud, not for real. Struggling to do so, the words were barely audible when he finally spoke. “Gems call to me.”

      Jace snorted. “Gems don’t talk.”

      “It is in song.”

      “They don’t sing, either.”

      Rawk looked up toward the ceiling, toward that which had pulled at him continuously since his arrival. “Even now, I am drawn toward the diamond in the Oracle – its beauty, its majesty, its power. The song has persisted since we first stepped foot inside of the mountain. Distance helps, but when I am near it, I can think of nothing else.”

      Salvon put a hand on Rawk’s shoulder. “Perhaps this curse can be turned toward something positive.”

      Turning his eyes toward the floor, Rawk shook his head. “Among my people, no crime is worse than coveting precious stones. For my impurity, I was cast out, just as the prophecy foretold, just as my uncle before me. The two of us… The words in the prophecy are exact.”

      Quiet claimed the table. Sister Ivarian’s voice came from across the room, the woman reading a passage, the words too distant to follow.

      “Let us continue,” Harrietta said. “If this much is true, we shall see what other mysteries we might uncover.”

      Reading on, the woman’s voice faded as the song of the gem in the Oracle above rose, calling to Rawk, demanding he bend to its will.
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        * * *

      

      Rhoa clenched her fist, squeezing until her nails cut into her palms. The pain would help her remain awake, despite the boredom of listening to Ivarian’s halting translation, the sentences coming in spurts, most filled with meaningless gibberish.

      “…the harbinger another omen, a gilded key to a well of secrets.”

      The woman paused to read ahead, and Rhoa adjusted herself, attempting to find a comfortable position. Her bottom continued to fall asleep from the wooden chair, sending tingles down her legs. She glanced toward Narine, the blonde chewing on her lip while staring at the black-covered books on the table. Brogan sat beside her, slouching in his chair, appearing on the edge of sleep, his face rough and unshaven, whiskers longer than the hair on his head. Across from Brogan, Algoron leaned forward with his arms on the table, his chin resting on them, his braided, red beard lying between two short stacks of books – those they had discarded and the ones they had yet to examine.

      “A thespian like no other, joined by a trio of deceivers, shall weave a spell before the Hound and his spawn. Although the trickster will gain possession of the Eye, the blow to end the hound comes from another, the hound unable to affect the blindness of the aerialist. Upon the tiles, sparkling blood shall spread, a crystalized marker for all to witness.”

      “Stop,” Rhoa said, Ivarian looking up at her with a scowl. “That sounds like what happened with Taladain. He is the hound. A dog is his symbol. I… I am the aerialist. It’s another name for an acrobat. When I killed him, his blood sparkled and tile turned to crystal.”

      Ivarian nodded. “Very good. There is also mention of the Eye. Did someone else possess it at the time, as described here?”

      Rhoa glanced toward the other table, a dozen strides away. “The day before we killed Taladain, Jace stole it from me, swapping it for a fake…”
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        * * *

      

      Jace tried to maintain focus, listening to the passages recited by Sister Harrietta. The dwarf’s claim to hear jewels singing to him had Jace wondering if it could be true.

      An ability such as that could be worth a fortune, he thought. I wonder if he can control it or do it on command.

      “…the party will fork to follow a split path, but destiny cannot be ignored, drawing them together, metal to a lodestone. When said paths cross once more, a confrontation will ensue, the might of the ambitious clashing against the will of the righteous. From this conflict, the weasel shall kill the snake and lay claim to his throne, seeking power beyond comprehension.

      “When the thief is all but darkened by the shrouds of death, the princess shall acquire an object of power, raising herself to an exalted status, her magic surpassing that of any female, save for she who will claim the diamond throne, the head of fire destined to sweep the south.”

      The thief is all but darkened by the shrouds of death…

      The words replayed in Jace’s mind, recalling the sword slicing through his torso, darkness claiming him.

      I would be dead if not for Narine and the added power of the bracelet.

      He looked toward the other table, his companions circled around it as Ivarian read aloud. Narine glanced toward him, her gaze meeting his. Even at a distance, she was beautiful. Something stirred inside of him, partly lust, partly something else.

      What magic has she done to me?
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        * * *

      

      Narine gave Jace a smile. She looked forward to meeting him later in the evening, without Rhoa present. His ability to understand Hassakani had only lasted for a short time, but it was something they could now replicate. In fact, Narine intended to attempt it on herself as they continued studying the tome they had stolen from the library. Since she and Jace would be alone, she planned to take advantage of the opportunity, suspecting he would be eager to do the same.

      Weeks had passed since their last romantic evening together. Yes, they had ventured into the city a couple nights earlier, but that had ended differently than either of them had hoped.

      I can’t believe I was intoxicated. I can’t believe I passed out.

      She needed to make it up to him and had a plan to do just that. Naughty thoughts arose, bringing a grin to her face and warming her blood.

      You are losing focus, Narine, she chastised herself. Shaking her head, she turned her attention back to Ivarian.

      The sister read a passage about a man in black with blackened hands. He would succumb to an acquaintance, a destiny unfulfilled. Narine had no idea what it meant. The next passage caught her attention.

      “…majestic beast, the last of her kind, will be freed by the shift and drawn east by an act of betrayal. Angered at what had occurred, she shall lay waste upon the city of light, confronting and defeating the last male of ruling blood. A twist of magic, a trick of the mind, conjured by the hound’s youngest spawn shall lead the beast astray.”

      “This beast…,” Narine interjected. “They speak of Zyordican, the last dragon. She attacked Illustan and ultimately killed Lord Raskor. I believe the trick mentioned refers to the illusion I cast to draw the dragon away from the city.”

      Ivarian glanced toward the two sisters beside her, both quiet and timid compared to her severe nature. “Again, a true passage.” Her gaze returned to Narine. “How long ago did this occur?”

      She counted the days, amazed at how time had passed. “Over three weeks ago.”

      The woman gave a firm nod. “We will read on. If we find no falsehoods within the next hour, we will stop.”

      Another hour? Narine stifled a sigh. She longed to return to the book of magic, discover what other constructs of augmentation might exist. Her mind wandered in that direction as the seer resumed reading aloud.
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            Swoon

          

        

      

    

    
      Footsteps approached until Priella could hear them right outside her door. The guard continued down the hall, the tapping of his boots on the tile fading. She removed her ear from the door and cracked it open, watching the man’s back as he turned the corner and faded from sight. Slipping out of her room, she pulled the door closed, hurried down the corridor, and stopped at the last room on the left. It had been Luthor’s room, now occupied by a guest.

      With a soft knock, she leaned close to the door and called softly, “Arvid? Are you in there?”

      “Who is it?”

      “Priella, your cousin.”

      The door opened to reveal a man who appeared older, heavier, and more worn than the young man she recalled.

      “You have grown,” he said.

      “We all age, Arvid. Nearly nine years have passed since I left Illustan.” She held up a decanter, ensuring he saw the dark liquid in the bottle. “May I come in?”

      The man grinned, stepping aside. “You come bearing gifts. Who am I to refuse?”

      She entered the room, it appearing much as she remembered. More than a decade had passed since her last visit, the same day Luthor died. Even with the two of them present, the room felt empty, a cloud of melancholy lingering.

      “I had heard you returned from Tiadd,” Arvid said. “Where is Bosinger?”

      Stifling the guilt at having misled her protector, claiming she was ill and wished to sleep, Priella approached the small, circular table and sat in one of the two chairs. “First, let us drink.”

      She set the decanter on the table and removed the two upside-down glasses she had stacked on top of it. Unstopping the decanter, she poured the dark liquid into each, then slid one glass across the table.

      A groan emerged from Arvid as he sat. A sound expected from an older man, but Arvid was only thirty-five.

      He hoisted his cup with a grin. “To a new tomorrow. May I be alive to witness it.”

      The glasses clinked together, both of them downing the contents in one gulp. Swoon was strong, the thick, black alcohol burning her throat. Despite her best efforts, Priella began to cough.

      Arvid laughed. “You have years of practice before you master the art of drinking. Trust me. Few have tried as hard as myself.” His laughter cooled, eyes narrowing. “While I appreciate the drink, what brings you here?”

      Skipping the small talk, eh, Arvid? “Tomorrow is the Darkening.”

      He snorted. “Of that, I am much aware.”

      “We do not know who Pallan will choose. I thought…” She shrugged and poured them each another glass. “I thought you would enjoy a few drinks and some company. It might be your last night among the living…or you could become wizard lord. Only the gods know.”

      “In all honesty, I haven’t been this nervous since I took the Trial. And that was twelve years ago.” He lifted the glass and poured it down his throat.

      “The Trial. I know the feeling.” She nodded. “I just took my own not even two weeks past.”

      “You survived.”

      “How astute of you to notice.” She stared into space, recalling the ordeal. “I suspect the experience differs greatly depending on the individual. For me, well… I had hardened myself against my greatest fears long ago. Facing them in the Trial was hardly a challenge. Yet one in seven students fails to come out alive. I suspect those individuals have lacked true challenges in life and are incapable of surviving when faced with the darkness inside themselves.”

      Arvid poured another glass. “Well, congratulations on surviving.”

      “Yes. Surviving. The women in my family have a knack for it. The men…”

      Downing his drink Arvid set the glass aside and took her hand. “I am sorry about Raskor.”

      Priella stared at her hand in his, resisting the urge to pull away. You must be strong. Your destiny awaits. “I regret I could not see him before he died.” She looked up, her eyes meeting his. “Did a dragon seriously kill him?”

      He rubbed his bloodshot eyes. “It destroyed a number of buildings and killed a dozen soldiers. They say Raskor was enveloped in flames, yet he survived. I guess his magic was spent after battling the creature, then healing himself. He passed right before Devotion.” Arvid leaned close. “I hear it was some sort of poison tainting his blood. They say it was from the dragon, but what if it was something else?”

      Eyes narrowed, Priella asked, “What are you saying?”

      The man lifted the decanter and poured another glass. “A creature from the pages of legend appears, attacks the city, and nearly kills our wizard lord. The man dies that evening from thomething elthe.” His head was already foggy, his speech slurring. “Doethn’t that theem odd? Where did the creathure come from? Why now?”

      She frowned at the unexpected logic from her cousin, a man not known for his lucidity. “You believe my father’s death was intentional?”

      Downing his cup, he sat still for a few breaths, his eyes clenched shut. Finally, he released an “Ahh.” When his eyes opened, his lids remained lowered, lips curled up in a smirk. “I think it’th just all too convenient.”

      “Who might do such a thing?” she pressed, fighting off the sleepiness from the drug.

      The man wavered, and she feared he might fall out of his chair. “I doe know… Thomone who hath thomething to gain, I gueth.”

      He reached for the decanter, missed, and fell forward, tumbling out of his chair, landing face-first onto the floor. Priella stared down at him in alarm, fearing him dead until she heard a rumbling snore from the drunk, drugged man.

      She stood, holding the table against the strength of the liquor and the effect of the drug she had added to it. The room spun, tilted, and leveled.

      “I only had one shot,” she mumbled, thinking he must have had six. He will sleep soundly tonight, and hopefully well into tomorrow.

      She opened the chest at the foot of Arvid’s bed, dug through it, stole what she needed, and stumbled out the door.
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            A God’s Choice

          

        

      

    

    
      The woman in the mirror appeared ragged, puffiness visible beneath her eyes, despite her makeup. Ariella had not slept well in the three weeks since her husband had died. Those eyes had generated a sea of tears during that span, but she had reserved her sobbing for private moments. Exhibiting strength was among the primary responsibilities of her station, her people expecting it.

      Today is your last as queen, she reminded herself. What the future held, she did not know.

      Turning around, her gaze swept the bedchamber she had shared with Raskor for four decades. The room had witnessed the births of each of her six children, in addition to two stillborn after Priella’s birth. She closed her eyes and recalled her lost children – Rictor’s enthusiasm, Galdor’s wit, Arlan’s talent, Yeldin’s moody nature, Luthor’s laughter. As the years passed, memories of her boys grew increasingly more difficult to conjure, their faces blurring, lacking detail. It was as if she were losing them again, their memories following their spark into the afterlife. Her heart trembled with pain.

      A knock startled her. She opened her eyes and dabbed them dry with the cloth she used to apply her makeup. A final examination in the mirror revealed a queen, the crown on her head silver with an aquamarine jewel at the front. With smooth lines and a single peak, the crown was simple and practical, suitable to Pallanese ways. Likewise, her high-necked, pale blue dress was understated, only her wrists and the ruffles of her skirts outlined by white lace.

      “Remember, you are still the queen,” she said to her reflection.

      She left the bedroom and entered the main chamber of her private quarters, soon to be the quarters of a new wizard lord. Another wave of sadness struck. She buried it, shoving it down deep inside.

      “Who is it?” she asked in a firm voice.

      “Theodin.”

      “You may come in.”

      The man stepped inside, his long, white-streaked golden hair tied back in a tail. He had donned his Gleam Guard armor, it shining brightly, a diamond embossed on his left breastplate to mark his rank.

      Theodin dipped his head. “Greetings, My Queen. The eclipse occurs soon. I have come to escort you to the temple.”

      “Very well. I am ready.” She smoothed her skirts. “Let us go retrieve my daughter, then we can head down.”

      Eyes downcast, Theodin gazed at a parchment in his hand. “Your daughter bid me to give this to you.” He extended it toward her, his gaze meeting hers, eyes filled with apology.

      She took the paper and unfolded it to read the flowing script.

      

      Dear Mother,

      I have studied, trained, and perfected my craft with the intent of becoming an asset to Pallanar. As the sole heir, I firmly believe I am destined for the throne and am the best choice to lead our wizardom into a new age. Despite my appeal, you have denied this destiny and my request to become an applicant for the throne.

      I refuse to support a future where Pallanar is not governed by Ueordlin blood. Therefore, I will remain in my chambers in protest. You must attend the Darkening ceremony without me.

      Bitter regards,

      Priella

      

      Ariella folded the paper and set it on a nearby table. “I should not be surprised.” She kept her voice steady, resolute. “Let us be off.”

      Theodin nodded. “Very well.”

      The man led her out into the corridor. Ariella followed, her thoughts elsewhere. Priella does not understand. Those applicants not chosen by Pallan never survive. Regardless of the troubles between Ariella and her daughter, she could not bear to lose her, as well. Someday, she will forgive me. Until then, I will be satisfied to know she is alive.

      Down stairwells and along corridors, the Captain of the Guard and Queen of Pallanar traveled the length of the citadel, a journey consuming ten minutes. When they arrived at the antechamber leading to the temple, they found it busy.

      Upon seeing her enter, High Priest Moargan hobbled over, the bent man leaning heavily on his staff.

      “Greetings, My Queen,” the old man said. “I am glad you are here.” He glanced toward the high windows, the sun streaming through, the edge of it darkened by the moon. “The eclipse draws near, but we are missing one applicant.”

      She looked around, immediately spotting Delcor, the tall man’s chiseled face and bright eyes difficult to miss. Not far from him was Wizard Bretton Leordan, the great-nephew of Wizard Council Leader Granton Leordon. So, he is their choice. I am not surprised. Bretton had graduated from the University after only seven years, and over the following decade, had built a reputation as a skilled wizard.

      “Where is Arvid?” Ariella asked.

      “Indeed,” Moargan nodded. “We must begin the ceremony soon, regardless of the applicants present.”

      Ariella was about to command Theodin to run off in search of her nephew when Arvid burst through the door. The man appeared a mess, his red hair disheveled, his face unshaven, his gray robes wrinkled. He was panting, his eyes bloodshot.

      He has only now just woken and come here in a rush?

      With a scowl on her face, Ariella approached Arvid and growled, “Could you not avoid drink for one evening? You almost missed the Darkening.”

      Clearing his throat, he replied in a raspy, strained voice, “Um… I am sorry Aunt Ariella.”

      Her brow furrowed. “You must have hit it hard. Even your voice is a wreck.”

      Tucking his robes into his sash, he tightened it over his bulging midsection and nodded. “I am ready.”

      With a final glare, she turned away, her gaze again finding Delcor. The man laughed, his white teeth and engaging smile drawing the attention of those surrounding him. He will be our new wizard lord, she thought. If he can just keep his manhood under control, he could be a good ruler. The differences between Delcor and Arvid, his half-brother, were striking. It is difficult to believe they were sired by the same man.

      The room darkened. She looked up toward the sun, a third of it obscured by the moon.

      “It is time,” Moargan announced. “Prepare the procession.”

      Clerics holding torches stood before the doors, bracketed by soldiers in polished plate. Ariella stood behind them, joined by Theodin. From beyond the doors, she heard the hum of the crowd. The temple would be packed as it was during every Immolation of the Darkening ceremony. This time, those present would witness the selection of a new wizard lord, perhaps the only chance in their lifetime.

      I pray to Pallan it is so.

      Moargan called out again, “Ring the bells.”

      A cleric pulled the ropes hanging in the corner of the room, the massive bell in the tower above clanging mightily, the peal echoing throughout the city. The doors opened to reveal the temple interior filled with those eager to witness a man raised to a god.

      A single peak ran from the front of the building to the rear, the high, vaulted ceiling sloping down, the east-facing roof containing a single, circular skylight. A two-tiered dais occupied the heart of the temple, light from the dimming sun shining down upon it.

      The procession advanced down an aisle lined with armed guards, ensuring the audience kept clear. Her hand on Theodin’s arm, Ariella strode down the aisle, her chin raised, exuding pride and confidence for the sake of her people. To her left and right, the throng watched, many waving, some calling out her name. Raskor had captured the hearts of the populace, which she had done everything possible to ensure, regardless of the sacrifice required.

      Then a revelation struck.

      I failed Priella, distancing Raskor and myself to avoid her tainted image. Ariella had told herself it was for the sake of the wizardom, not considering how it might affect her own daughter. If only that twisted wizard hadn’t cursed Priella before the axe fell. If only we hadn’t made his execution public. By then, Rictor was already dead, Priella only a toddler, unaware and unable to understand. That evil man was behind Rictor’s death, his darkness pursuing my other boys until all were taken from me. Placing the blame on Balcor Serranan, the true culprit, eased her guilt.

      She climbed the stairs to the lower tier of the dais and took position, facing the audience. Guards stood a few strides to either side, watching, prepared to protect her. Theodin positioned himself behind her, ready to do the same.

      The high priest and a pair of clerics, the holy fire of Pallan gracing the top of their staffs, came next, moving as quickly as the old man’s decaying body would allow. He climbed past Ariella and continued to the upper dais, wincing and groaning during his ascent.

      A cluster of old men appeared next – four former soldiers, a former cleric, and Granton Leordan. Ariella was surprised but understood. Still fit enough to climb the stairs, although requiring concentrated effort to do so, the six men waved to the crowd, almost as if they had just returned from a successful battle. It was fitting, for they had been allowed the honor of joining their god on their own terms, giving birth to a new era for the citizens of Pallanar.

      When the six who would be sacrificed reached the top, each stood beside an altar. From the center, Moargan raised his staff high, the crowd falling silent.

      “We have gathered today to witness the crowning of a new wizard lord, one who would harness the power of Pallan and lead our wizardom into a new era.”

      The room darkened further, the eclipse near completion.

      “I call upon the applicants!” Moargan shouted. “Those who would place their souls in Pallan’s care, knowing they forfeit their lives should another be chosen. Applicants, please join me on the dais.”

      Delcor emerged first, the tall, broad-shouldered man striding with the confidence of a warrior, his white robes shimmering and immaculate. He appeared every inch a wizard lord.

      Next came Bretton, the man lacking Delcor’s height, but matching his confidence. With well-groomed brown hair, a neatly trimmed beard, and hazel eyes, he also looked the part. In contrast to Delcor, his robes were black, his sash the ice blue of Pallanar.

      Last was Arvid, the man’s green eyes flicking about the room, his pale cheeks flush, his gait uneven. Ariella winced. He cannot even walk with confidence. Her gaze followed him as he climbed the stairs.

      Amid the circle of altars on the upper dais, the three applicants gathered before the high priest. The room fell dark, all light doused save for the ice blue torches held by the clerics. Through the window in the roof, the dark moon had blanketed the sun, surrounded by a halo.

      “Light the sacred fires!”

      The clerics circled, lighting each of the eight torches before hastily dashing down the stairs. From the island of pale blue light, the high priest issued the next command.

      “Sacrifices, prostrate yourself upon the altars!”

      The old men climbed onto the stone surfaces, each lying on their back.

      His hands stretched toward the moon, Moargan chanted. “Great Pallan, bless us. Grace us with your light, your honor, your power. We present you with three applicants, each steadfastly believing themselves worthy, each prepared for your measure.”

      Ariella remained focused on Arvid, her brow furrowing as the man’s form flickered and wavered. His image then became something else.

      She gasped. “No!”
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        * * *

      

      No longer necessary, Priella dismissed the illusion. She had fed it with the slightest bit of magic, which was nearly impossible to detect, particularly with her own appearance sharing much in common with Arvid. The spell had worked as planned, gaining her entrance to the ceremony. Now, as the sacred fires began to blaze, trails of ice blue fire swirling about the dais, she had no need for deception. She would face her god as herself with faith in her heart. Pallan would choose her.

      Moargan’s gaze lowered to her and he jerked with a start, his eyes going wide with alarm. Delcor and Bretton reacted similarly. Then the cyclone of flames blotted out all else.

      Searing pain burned through Priella, tearing her apart, consuming. Her entire existence was agony, all thoughts blotted out, save for the wish that it would end. Rather than bending to that desire, she embraced the pain, believing it would cleanse her tainted soul. Her own screams ceased but those of Delcor and Bretton continued. Above their shrieking cries, she heard a voice whisper, “Come to me if you possess the will.”

      In the darkness, she saw a flame, perfect and ice blue. Bodiless, she reached for it, extending herself on will alone. The flame leapt at her, filling her with awareness so vast she shuddered. It was as if she touched the mind of every human in Pallanar, filling her head with an endless jumble of ideas, thoughts, and emotions. At the edge of madness, she struggled against the rush of mental images, eventually finding refuge in the flame.

      Her eyes flickered open as the ice-blue tornado of flames dispersed, revealing the dais empty, the altars vacant, and her standing completely alone. The power filling her was intoxicating, begging to be harnessed. A being materialized, twenty feet tall, its towering body consisting of angular facets, looking as if carved from a glacier. More so was the presence, weighing down on the room, smothering all thought and demanding everyone’s attention.

      “Pallan,” she breathed out.

      Leaning forward, Pallan spoke without moving his mouth. “Greetings, daughter. Govern well, for your people need you. I fear dark times lie ahead.”

      The god stood upright, held his hands to his glistening chest, and faded away.

      Priella glanced down at the robes she wore and sneered. She wove a construct and tore them away, masking her naked body with an illusion – a beautiful, frost-blue dress, her shape that of a goddess, her button nose longer, slimmer, her small eyes larger, brows preened, the lines of her face reshaping, hair brightening from dull red to a blaze of crimson. She turned toward the stunned crowd, all eyes on her.
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        * * *

      

      Shock held Ariella captive. Her daughter had been chosen by Pallan, the first woman gifted with the power of a god since Pherelyn many centuries earlier.

      Priella cast a construct of illusion, her appearance altering before Ariella’s eyes, her daughter’s homely visage reshaping into one of beauty. Fiery hair, bright green eyes, red, pouting lips, her pale blue dress sparkling like ice, the cut of it low at the front to expose the line of a full bosom. She was stunning.

      Striding purposefully toward the edge of the upper dais, Priella gazed out over the quiet crowd. “You will worship me.” Her tone was more of a command than a statement.

      The woman wove another construct, a pattern Ariella had never before seen, resembling one of mental manipulation. A wave of magic blasted out in all directions, Ariella’s head jerking backward. She stumbled and almost fell. Many in the crowd did fall, others crying out in pain.

      Light began to fill the temple as the eclipse receded. Priella rose up into the air and hovered above the dais, bathed in the dawning beam of sunlight, the glow making her appear a goddess come to life.

      Your Lordess is prepared to accept your adoration. Priella’s voice echoed in Ariella’s head, each word demanding attention and forcing a response. A devious smirk drew on Priella’s lips when her gaze locked with Ariella’s. “Yes, even you, Mother.”

      Spreading her arms out in an open embrace, Priella commanded, “Begin Devotion!”

      Everyone in the temple dropped to their knees, hands high in the air, and began to chant.

      Deep inside a corner of her own mind, Ariella railed against the magic holding her hostage. She could sooner dry up the ocean, for her body did not acknowledge her presence. Inwardly, she screamed while her voice repeated the words along with the entire city.

      “Pallan, guide us and bless Lordess Priella with your power so she may protect and lead Pallanar to a better future.”
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            Seed of Doubt

          

        

      

    

    
      The mid-day sun was bright, forcing Rindle to squint as he rode out of the Dorban city gate. The garrison loomed ahead, the archers upon the wall eyeing him warily. Still dressed in the simple tunic, breeches, and leather coat he had worn on the ship, he was unprotected. If any arrow found him, there was nothing to stop it from piercing his body. He glanced back at the horse tied to his own, the dead wizard’s body littered with arrows.

      Not a look I would choose to mimic.

      Turning away from Heldain, images flashed in his head – a horse wandering from the garrison to the city gates on its own, a headless corpse strapped to the saddle, the man’s head stuffed into a blood-soaked saddlebag. That same soldier who had departed the city less than an hour earlier, demanding the Ghealdan force lay down their weapons and evacuate the garrison. The opposing commander had sent a clear message by decapitating the man.

      Hours had passed before the next attempt. When it became clear Henton would have to force someone into the task, Rindle volunteered. It had been on impulse, a chance to erase any doubt Garvin had about him. Now, alone in the gap between the city and the garrison, the choice seemed ill-planned.

      What was I thinking?

      As Rindle drew nearer the quiet enemy gate, he feared he had acted in haste and prayed he would return to the city intact. My face may not be handsome, but I am rather fond of my head. The light tone of the thought was intended to ease his worry. It did not work. Instead, he hovered on the edge of wetting himself.

      Stopping the horse before the gate, Rindle gazed up toward the battlements and shouted, “I have a gift from Captain Henton of Farrowen. As a peace offering, he returns the body of your high wizard, allowing you to provide Heldain a proper funeral.” He had been forced to memorize the words.

      Moments passed without a response. Cold sweat ran down Rindle’s ribcage, his palms slick with it, his breath ragged. Finally, the portcullis began to rise.

      Dozens of soldiers stood inside, all dressed in full armor. The ranks parted and an armored man emerged. Unlike the others, he wore no helmet, his black hair tied back in a tail, his goatee pointed at the chin.

      “I am Captain Ilsup. The garrison is under my command. Who are you?”

      “I am…” Rindle’s voice cracked, his throat suddenly parched. He swallowed and tried again. “I am a simple thief. Nothing more. I was forced to ride out and deliver High Wizard Heldain to you.”

      The man’s brow furrowed, his scowl deepening. “I assume you have a message, as well?”

      Nodding, Rindle reached into his coat and pulled out a folded piece of paper, holding it toward the man.

      Ilsup shook his head. “No. Read it to me.”

      Biting his lip, Rindle unfolded the parchment and began to read aloud.

      “To Captain Ilsup and the Dorban Garrison,

      “As you are aware, we have captured the city. Within Dorban’s walls, we have enough armed men to withstand a siege. In addition, an army exceeding three thousand Thundercorps soldiers and dozens of wizards wait just to the south, prepared to attack from behind and grind your force to nothing should you attempt to retake the city.

      “Heldain is dead, as are Taladain and Eldalain, ending the Killarius line. Change is upon us, with Farrowen rising to become the greatest wizardom of all time. Resisting will only result in more meaningless deaths, for the outcome is assured. Dorban will remain ours, and soon, Tangor and Westhold will be drawn into the fold, destined to become Farrowen cities with the prayers of the people flowing to Farrow and Wizard Lord Thurvin.

      “We await your response and are prepared to welcome you with either open arms or the points of our swords. The decision is yours.

      “Captain Philius Henton”

      Rindle lowered the parchment, his eyes on Ilsup, who stared back with an intense gaze. Whether it was frustration or defiance in the man’s eyes, Rindle was unsure. Either could end poorly for him, so he sought to end the conversation.

      “I have delivered the message, along with your high wizard. Please, let me return to the city while you consider your response.”

      Ilsup grunted. “Henton doesn’t leave us much of a choice.”

      Shrugging, Rindle said, “I didn’t have much of a choice, either. I either rode out to deliver the message or they were going to slice parts off me until I agreed to do so.” The lie came so easily. Years of practice.

      “You appear whole.”

      “I prefer it that way. Like I said, I didn’t have much of a choice.”

      Finally, Ilsup nodded. “I see your point.” The man waved. “Leave the other horse and return to the city. Tell Henton I’ll have a decision to him by nightfall.”

      Relieved, Rindle untied the other horse, turned his own, and rode back to Dorban.

      His back itched as he imagined archers loosing arrows upon him. The sensation remained until he was beyond the range of their bows and the city walls drew near.

      He headed straight for the open gate, eager to be within the safe confines of the city.
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        * * *

      

      Evening was approaching, the sun peering over the city wall painting the battlements of Dorban Castle pink. The square outside the castle was occupied by soldiers clustered around tables and others who stood and stared up at the obelisk as if attempting to solve some great conundrum.

      After a long, sleepless night, followed by the stressful encounter with Captain Ilsup, Rindle had purchased a room at an inn and slept the remainder of the day. Waking to find the sun low in the sky, he dressed and set off to find Garvin, which had proven to be no easy task. An hour of meandering the city and asking dozens about the man’s whereabouts had been fruitless. Finally, as his gaze swept the busy square, he spotted Garvin leaning over one of the tables.

      He approached, catching Garvin in mid-sentence.

      “…take too long. This structure is tall, but it’s nowhere near the size of the tower in Fastella.”

      The man beside Garvin, a muscular soldier with a thick mustache, shook his head. “If anything, the narrow build of the obelisk makes the task more challenging. It’s too tall for any ladder we can craft. At least none I would care to climb. The chances of it tipping or collapsing are too great.” He smoothed his mustache, appearing to ponder the situation. “In lieu of some magical means, I would use a scaffold, just as we did in Fastella.”

      Garvin peered up at the obelisk with narrowed eyes. Finally, he nodded. “Do it. Get me a list of materials, and I will sign the order.” He looked at the other man. “How long will it take?”

      “With the same crew as last time, I’d say four days. Five at most, assuming materials are readily available and the weather complies.”

      “Very well.” Garvin turned, his gaze landing on Rindle. “Oh, there you are. Did you get some rest?”

      Rindle nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good.” He waved Rindle to follow. “Come with me. I’d like to get a view from the wall.”

      The man marched across the square and toward the castle. The last bastion of resistance, it had fallen under Farrowen control sometime while Rindle slept. Thundercorps soldiers stood outside the open gates, the men saluting Garvin as he walked past unchallenged.

      Garvin led Rindle into the tower beside the gate, the structure frighteningly similar to the tower from the prior evening. The assault replayed in Rindle’s mind, highlighted by fire, lightning, and blood. He and the lieutenant had come close to dying a number of times but had somehow survived.

      Perhaps I have acquired some of Landish’s luck. Rindle smiled at the thought as he climbed the stairs.

      When they reached the winch room, Garvin led him up a ladder and opened the trap door. They climbed out to open air, the tower roof connected to the castle battlements. While leaning against a chest-high merlon, Garvin gazed down at the square. Rindle did the same and asked the question that had been burning inside for days.

      “The fire in the obelisk is dormant. You are going to do something to it, aren’t you? The flame will come back, but it’ll be blue like the Tower of Devotion in Fastella, right?”

      While still gazing at the obelisk, Garvin nodded. “Yes.”

      “How is that possible? How can you shift the prayers of a city from one god to another?”

      Lowering the pack from his shoulder, Garvin opened it and removed a fist-sized, stunning sapphire. Rindle gasped in awe.

      Garvin twisted the gem, the reflected sunlight twinkling within. “This gem will replace the amethyst in the tower. When that happens, the flame will rekindle.”

      “It cannot be that easy.”

      “Getting to the top of the obelisk is no easy task, but swapping the gems…” The lieutenant shook his head. “I have no idea how, but it works. The flame will burn blue and the prayers will be channeled back to Wizard Lord Thurvin in Marquithe.”

      Marquithe. So far away. A city of another wizardom. A city I have yet to visit. The thought stirred wonder, tainted by discomfort. “Is Lord Thurvin a good man?”

      Garvin’s head jerked back as if struck by force. “I… He appears no better or worse than Malvorian, his predecessor.”

      “That is no answer.”

      “It’s an answer, just not the one you would like to hear.”

      “I don’t understand. If this wizard lord is not a good man, a man you admire, a man who will help the people of Ghealdor, why help him? Why would you allow the prayers of my people to feed this man’s power?” An even more disturbing thought occurred to Rindle. “And what of Gheald? What happens to a god when nobody worships that god?”

      The wall fell silent, the lieutenant staring at Rindle, then the massive sapphire in his grip. From what Rindle had seen so far, Garvin was focused and decisive. Now, though, doubt lingered in the man’s gaze, shifting to concern, then pain.

      Garvin shook his head. “I have spent my adult life following orders, holding up to a higher ideal and following the lead of men I admire. At some point, the faith you place in your superiors becomes absolute and you forget to question their motives.

      “Somewhere deep inside, I have had doubts about this campaign, but Despaldi gave me orders. I have executed those orders while turning a blind eye toward the repercussions.” The pain in the man’s voice mirrored the look in his eyes. “Perhaps it is time to reassess my role and the reasons behind my actions.”

      In silence, the pair stared at the pale obelisk as the last remnants of the setting sun shone upon the pinnacle. The sun dipped below the horizon as shadows crept across the square.

      If he switches one gem for another, he must possess the amethysts from Fastella and Starmuth.

      Rindle wondered at their worth and where Garvin kept them. He would wait to ask. There was no need to disturb the man now that Garvin questioned his purpose.
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      Sisters Yinette and Jionna led Brogan and his companions down the stairs, as they had done most days since their arrival at Kelmar. From Brogan’s perspective, what began as a place of wonder had changed during that time. The toll of each day stole a bit of luster until the shine of the city and the beauty of the Temple of the Oracle became dull and monotonous.

      “I am no scholar,” Brogan grumbled under his breath. “I am a man of action, not words. This must end soon.”

      He ached to draw Augur, to feel the weight of the falchion in his grip, to hear the whir of it cutting through the air, to sense the adrenaline coursing through his veins. Most of all, he ached to use its magic. As they crossed the receiving hall, he noted Blythe’s sidelong look, her brow arched.

      Realizing she had heard his complaint, he shrugged and whispered, “Sorry.”

      She smiled and patted his arm while leaning close. “I feel as you do. I just hide it better.”

      A noise came from his throat, something between a chuckle and grunt of agreement. “It cannot last much longer.”

      “I pray it does not.”

      Rather than leading them toward the basement as usual, the two women continued down a long, curved corridor and stopped beside an open doorway.

      “Please, go inside,” Yinette said, gesturing toward the door. “Mother is waiting.”

      Curious, Brogan led the others inside.

      The spacious room had a small dais at one end, the platform occupied by two chairs. Upon the taller of the two, which was padded in white fur with a high back, was Xionne, her hands clasped together in her lap. Wearing her permanent frown, Zhialta sat on the chair beside her, the woman’s wrinkled hands gripping the wooden arms, her gaze a challenge to anyone else in the room.

      Sisters Harrietta and Ivarian bracketed the dais, both standing and watching Brogan and the others enter the room. Beside Ivarian stood Salvon. Brogan wondered when the old man had been summoned and why before the rest of them. Ever since arriving at Kelmar, he had been acting odd, often missing when the others were requested, sometimes meeting with the seers alone.

      “Sit,” Zhialta commanded, interrupting Brogan’s thoughts.

      He looked at the row of eight wooden chairs facing the dais, five strides from where Xionne and her retinue waited. Choosing the chair at the far end, Brogan sat, Blythe sitting next to him, the others each settling with Algoron in the final chair.

      “As you may be aware,” Zhialta began, “two days past, we discovered two auguries without obvious falsehoods.” She glanced toward Ivarian, who stood to her left. “Apparently, the examination of these two occurred at the same time, a synchronism not to be ignored.

      “Since that point, a team of sisters has been pouring through the remainder of those two tomes, attempting to glean guidance that might be of use to determine what lies ahead for our future.” Her face darkened as she visibly hesitated, casting a questioning glance toward Xionne.

      The blindfolded seer said, “Both prophecies contain numerous passages regarding the Dark Lord. Should things proceed as described, neither ends well. We have determined a chance in each, seemingly slight and frustratingly vague. However, between the two, we have also detected a distinct divergence.” Extending her hand to one side, she nodded. “Ivarian.”

      The woman thrust her chin out, looking down her nose as she spoke. “My sisters and I have determined that hope is tied to objects of power. You already possess numerous such items – the thief’s amulet, the warrior’s sword, the princess’s bracelet. In the prophecies, we have discovered clues leading to other such items.”

      Jace asked, “What are these objects, and how are they supposed to help us?”

      “We aren’t exactly sure.” Harrietta kneaded her hands together while glancing toward Zhialta. “According to the passage, one object is referred to as the Band of Amalgamation. What it does, we do not know. What we can tell is that the confrontation with the Dark Lord will fail should you not possess the item.”

      “As for the other,” Ivarian said. “Piecing together a number of passages, we believe it is called the Arc of Radiance. It appears to play an important part leading up to a confrontation with the Dark Lord.”

      “Wait a minute.” Brogan stood. “You expect us to confront the Dark Lord?” His tone was incredulous.

      “It is your destiny,” Xionne replied.

      Brogan’s jaw dropped. He had hoped he had misread their intentions. “Why us? We are just a bunch of misfits, thrown together by happenstance. How could we hope to defeat a god?”

      “Not just any god,” Salvon said as he left Ivarian’s side and approached Brogan. “Urvadan is one of the two old gods. He and Vandasal existed long before the gods who are worshipped today. We can only hope his power is not what it once was.”

      Jace snorted. “That doesn’t make it any better, you know. Gods are immortal. They cannot be killed.”

      “Prophecy suggests otherwise,” Xionne replied. “Both of these prophecies include passages explaining how Urvadan might be defeated. In both, there is a final object of power, something called the Crimson Edge. The cryptic text surrounding this…object lends little clarity. While this item is critical in defeating the Dark Lord, all the other items detailed are necessary to reach that point.”

      “Again,” Brogan said, “why us?”

      Xionne rose from her seat and stepped off the dais, looking up at him through her blindfold. She is so small. I could crush her skull if I choose. As the thought struck, he wondered where it had come from.

      Why would I think such things?

      “When we first met,” Xionne walked past him, speaking to those who were seated, “I mentioned each of you by a title. These descriptions are not random, nor are they something I had gleaned from a vision myself. Those titles exist in a great number of prophecies.”

      Rhoa said, “Define a great number.”

      “Dozens. Perhaps over a hundred. These two prophecies, the only two we have yet to eliminate, use those terms when describing your party. Such descriptions, recorded in prophecies centuries ago, cannot be random. The fate of the world hangs in the balance. A shift in either direction could send us toward oblivion. You people are the fulcrum, your actions affecting all else. Make the proper choice, and things shift in our favor. Make the wrong choice, and the Dark Lord gains the upper hand. I cannot tell you what to do and how to do it, even if I knew the answers. Free choice is the core of prophecy, and to negate it would only make things worse.”

      Crossing his arms, Jace said, “So I can just go back to Marquithe and forget about this whole thing?”

      To Brogan’s surprise, Xionne nodded. “Yes, you may. In fact, that action might align exactly with what the prophecy has outlined.”

      The thief grimaced, his eyes narrowing.

      “Clearly,” Blythe said, “you have called us here for a specific reason.”

      Xionne smiled. “You see to the heart of the issue.”

      Turning, the small seer climbed back onto the dais while Brogan returned to his seat. Standing before her chair, Xionne removed her blindfold, the first time Brogan had seen her do so outside of the Oracle. Again, her eyes were solid black save for the stars within, swirling and drifting past.

      In a voice sounding nothing like her own, Xionne said, “Time grows short. The end draws near. Tomorrow, you must depart on a quest. You will seek the objects of power and fulfill your destiny.”

      She stepped off the dais and left the room, Zhialta trailing behind. Brogan turned toward his friends, their faces reflecting the same mixture of shock and confusion he felt inside. The two remaining sisters appeared shaken, the room locked in silence until Ivarian broke the seal.

      “Jionna. Yinette,” she called out. The two women appeared in the doorway. “Escort them back to their rooms.”

      While shuffling out the door, a jumbled mess of concerns clogged Brogan’s thoughts. It all seemed too much – wizard lords dying, monsters on the loose, the seers unable to gaze into the future, cryptic prophecies about the end of times, objects of power as their only hope, the Dark Lord behind it all. With his head lost in a haze, he and his companions followed Sisters Yinette and Jionna back to their quarters.

      Upon reaching the corridor where their rooms were located, a series of thumps came from outside.

      Sister Jionna pulled the key from the door to Jace’s room, opening it as she frowned. “What was that?”

      Hearing shouts and screams, Jace rushed past her and to his window. Brogan followed, the others surrounding the thief to peer outside.

      The city, normally calm and orderly, had turned to chaos. Here and there, stone buildings burned, black smoke rising. Citizens ran down the streets, emitting screams and shouts, fleeing from a mass of monsters.

      The invaders were small, none more than five feet tall. Their bodies were naked, save for a loincloth, their gray skin leathery, eyes overly large and red. Each monster had a big nose and long chin jutting out from a narrow face. The sight of the short, gangly forms was familiar to Brogan. Something he hadn’t seen for fifteen years.

      Jionna gasped. “Oh, dear Vandasal, no!”

      “Goblins,” Brogan muttered. “What are they doing here?”

      From the barracks surrounding the temple, Guardians emerged, armed with swords, spears, axes, and other weapons. The soldiers and citizens ran past each other, the men, women, and children racing toward the temple, the warriors bracing for a clash with the goblins.

      “There must be thousands of those things,” Jace said. “And what is that?”

      Brogan’s gaze followed to where Jace pointed, to the distant, rocky overhang along the cavern wall, elevated above the city. There, a fire burned, amber flames five feet tall. Surrounding the flames was a handful of humanoid shapes, waving their arms until a ball of flame floated up from the fire, spinning in the air. The fireball sailed out, toward the city, splitting apart into six, smaller fireballs as it arced through the air and rained upon the buildings. Amber flashes lit the cavern, followed by the thumps of explosions.

      “Those things are goblins,” Brogan replied, pointing to the ground, then shifted his body to point at the overhang. “The ones up on the cliff are goblin shaman – magic users.”

      He drew his sword, the twilight of the city brightening to mid-day, the goblin shaman becoming beacons of light. Twisting the falchion in his grip, Brogan grinned at the weight of it. Those beacons would become targets. He merely needed to reach them. “Among these monsters, only the shaman can think, reason, plan. They are the leaders. Kill the shaman, and the rest will crumble.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            34

          

          

      

    

    







            A Selfless Act

          

        

      

    

    
      Dwarven Guardians clashed with the monsters on the streets below. The city defenders were fierce, carving through the attacking goblins like farmers reaping wheat, but they were greatly outnumbered. Despite their superior strength, skill, and weapons, some of the soldiers fell to the onslaught.

      With him and his companions surrounding the window, Jace watched, coming to grips with the existence of goblins. Brogan’s words replayed in his head.

      Kill the shaman, and the rest will crumble.

      Turning from the window, he rushed to his bed, lifted the mattress, and grabbed the Eye of Obsurance. He slid it over his head and followed Brogan out the door.

      “Brogan and I are going after the shaman,” he announced to everyone in the corridor. “We kill them, the assault will fall apart. Who is with me?”

      Women shouted from somewhere in the temple, joined by shrieks of fear and the rapid patter of people running.

      Narine rushed out and grabbed Jace by the arm. “Why does it have to be you?”

      “The amulet will protect me.” He gazed into her eyes. “I am trying to help. A selfless act. I thought you would be proud.”

      “Yes. Well, I am, but…” Her expression shifted. He recognized the determination in her eyes. “I am going with you.”

      Adyn stepped through the door and drew her blades. “You two don’t make anything easy.”

      The others filtered out the door, Blythe grabbing a key from Jionna and rushing to her own room. While Yinette followed them into the corridor, Jionna remained in Jace’s room, kneading her hands, appearing unsure of how to react.

      “We all go,” Rhoa said, her jaw set firmly, but her eyes appeared haunted.

      Rawk nodded. “Yes. Goblins… They are the spawn of the Dark Lord – twisted and evil.” He shook his head. “Our lore speaks of them. They cannot be reasoned with. Death is the only option.” Glancing toward his uncle, who gave a firm nod, he said, “Algoron and I will help.”

      Jace turned to Yinette. “Is there another way across the river? The bridge we took to get here will be difficult to reach and likely guarded by monsters.”

      The woman blinked. She appeared shaken, flustered. “What? Oh… Yes. Along the outer wall, beyond the garden, there is a ledge over the opening where the river enters the cavern. It leads to a tunnel that loops around and connects with the tunnel you took to reach Kelmar.”

      “Is there a rear exit from the temple?”

      “Yes. Through the Oracle, opposite from the entrance, there is a door. It leads to a secret passage.”

      “Perfect,” Jace said. “Let’s go.”

      He hurried down the corridor as Blythe exited her room with her bow in one hand, quiver in the other. They ran down the stairs, along the corridor, and into the receiving hall. There, they came across Hadnoddon and a dozen other dwarfs, all dressed in armor with weapons ready.

      When the dwarfs turned toward Jace, he said to them, “We are going after the goblin shaman.”

      “Go,” Hadnoddon said. “We must remain to protect the sisters should any of the darkspawn breach the temple.”

      Rushing down the corridor, Jace led them into the next hallway, turned the corner, and burst into the Oracle. It was odd to see the bowl-shaped space empty, but he had no time to give it thought as he ran down the slope and across the floor. Climbing up the other side, he spotted a narrow gap in the wall, no more than two feet wide. He slowed as he slid into the dark space. It was four strides before he reached the door. Opening it, he stared into darkness.

      Jace turned toward Narine, who was right behind him. “Can we get some light?”

      A moment later, white light bloomed, revealing stairs descending into darkness. Gripping Narine’s free hand, he headed down the tight stairwell. At the bottom was a rock-encased tunnel, wide enough for two people to walk astride. They rushed down the tunnel, Jace counting his strides, reaching seventy-seven by the time they reached an ascending stairwell.

      He climbed the stairs, twenty-two in total, which led to a short tunnel. At the end was an opening covered by thick leaves, bits of dim light filtering through here and there. A web stretched down from the tunnel ceiling above the exit, the silky strands occupied by the largest spider Jace had ever seen, easily bigger than his fist.

      “Watch out above,” he said, nodding to it.

      Narine looked up and gasped. “That is disgusting.”

      He glanced back at her, grinning. “Don’t let it fall into your hair.”

      She jerked her hand from his and smacked his shoulder. “Why would you say something like that?”

      Chuckling, he pushed his way through the leaf-covered opening and emerged into an area filled with rows of dark-leafed trees bearing red-tinted fruit, rounded at the ends, narrow in the middle. He recognized the fruit as pessiburr, among the better foods he had tried since their arrival in Kelmar.

      As the others emerged, Narine doused her light. Jace forged ahead, leading them through the trees and into a field of narrow-stalked shoots with pods at the top. The black shoots were as tall as Jace. He rushed forward, pushing them aside. The stalks had a smooth, elastic feel and sprang back when released. Complaints came from behind as they struck anyone trailing. He ignored them and forged ahead until he approached the cavern wall.

      Turning toward the river, he stepped into an area lined with clumps of low, bushy plants bearing bulbous, pale vegetables. The rush of the river grew louder and louder as he drew closer, his eyes searching the cavern wall for any signs of a way up. In a narrow, dark recess, he spotted a ladder.

      Driven by urgency, he gripped the rungs and began to climb, the wood groaning and creaking from his weight. Up he rose until he cleared the rocky wall and climbed onto a narrow ledge. His companions remained clustered below, all looking up at him.

      “Come up one at a time. The ladder seems weak and might otherwise fail.”

      Narine came next, rising at a steady but unhurried rate. Jace looked out across the cavern as another volley of fireballs arced toward the city.

      When Narine reached the top and Jace helped her onto the ledge, Brogan gripped the rungs to begin his climb. Each motion by the big man seemed to stress the ladder, producing creaks and groans. When he grabbed the fifth rung, the ladder broke. In desperation, Brogan dropped the broken rung and scrambled for a handhold. The vertical rail cracked and tipped outward, Brogan falling toward the ground eight feet below. He landed on his feet and tumbled backward, sending Rawk, Algoron, and Adyn sprawling, while Rhoa and Blythe each leapt in opposite directions to avoid the same fate.

      “Dammit,” Jace swore. Standing upright, his gaze landed on the fire across the cavern. “Now what do we do?”

      “You and I must go on alone,” Narine said.

      He looked at her and grinned. “As long as we are together.”

      Leaning close, she kissed him and whispered, “You say the sweetest things.”

      He gripped her hand and led her along the ledge, praying the gods, and luck, were on their side.
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      Brogan grunted and rose to his feet. He helped Adyn up, the woman glowering at him. “Sorry,” he apologized, turning to the ladder.

      One rail was broken in half, the other leaning against the rocks. Rungs, some split, others intact, hung from both rails. The ladder was a mess, certainly no longer usable.

      With his hand against his forehead, Brogan groaned. “We’ll never get up there now.”

      “Yes, we will.” Rawk pushed past Brogan and stared at the cliffside as if it were an opponent in a dual. “Back away. I don’t want anyone getting hurt.”

      Everyone did as requested. Brogan glanced at the others to gauge their reaction. He had no idea what the dwarf had in mind.

      Rawk hunched his shoulders, hands at his waist, fingers flexing. He thrust his hand forward, blasting into the wall of stone. Brogan’s jaw dropped when Rawk pulled it back to reveal an opening the size of his thick fist. Rawk repeated the action with his other hand, a foot higher than the first, creating a recess the height of his own shoulders. He then put a foot in the lower hole, gripped the upper one, and repeated the process, his fists thrusting into the cavern wall again and again as he worked his way upward.

      Brogan turned toward Algoron, who smiled as he watched his nephew climb up the wall. “Stone-shapers… I heard you say it before, but I never understood it until now.”

      “Yes. And you are watching the best of his generation, even better than myself…and I was said to be the most talented in centuries.” His pride was tangible, forcing Brogan to rethink his evaluation of the red-haired dwarf.

      “Your people…,” Brogan said. “They cast you both out.”

      Algoron nodded. “Aye. They did not understand us.”

      Patting Algoron’s shoulder, Brogan said, “Well, I am glad to have you two with us.”

      The dwarf gave him a smile. “It wasn’t your fault the ladder broke. It was in poor condition. Anyone with meat on their bones would have had the same issue.”

      Brogan grinned, his gaze landing on Blythe. Her smirk caused his own smile to falter. He began to scramble for words when she saved him.

      “I’ll go first. Brogan can wait below to catch me in case I fall.”

      Stumbling to find the right words, Brogan chose to grunt. “Of course. I wouldn’t want you to fall.”

      She patted his cheek, smiling. “I know.”

      Upon reaching the ledge, Rawk climbed up and turned to look down at them. “Come on up,” he said, waving them along.

      Blythe went first, moving at an efficient pace, each reach sure and exact, never pausing but not rushing, either. Next was Adyn, who hurriedly climbed the wall with ease. Rhoa followed, scaling the wall like a spider and reaching the top faster than Brogan thought possible.

      “You next,” Algoron said, patting Brogan on the back.

      He gripped an opening level with his chest and another above his head. His big boot barely fit into the lowest opening, but he would not be deterred. With a long, slow breath of determination, he began his ascent, reaching for one handhold after another.

      As a big man, climbing had never been friendly to Brogan, his ever-present contention with gravity intervening, causing trouble others might avoid. But he refused to concede, his anger escalating in his own private fight, growls and grunts emitting with each upward reach. Despite his steadfast intentions, he began to lag, his arms growing heavy, his breath coming in gasps. He looked up, the ledge still ten feet above, and considered giving up.

      I will not give in, he told himself. Would Despaldi quit halfway up the wall? He is no better than I am. And he was determined to prove it.

      Gritting his teeth, he continued upward, emitting forceful grunts with each grip, spit spraying from his lips. Fighting through the weariness, Brogan pulled himself upward until his face cleared the ledge. Rawk gripped him beneath his arms and pulled, helping him up until he lay on his stomach. Two deep breaths later, he rose to his knees, then his feet.

      His gaze swept across the others lined up along the ledge. Other than Rhoa, each of them had their back pinned against the wall. When he saw Rawk at the far end of the line, he realized someone was missing.

      Above the rush of the river below, he shouted, “Where are Jace and Narine?”

      Rawk shrugged, glancing toward the dark opening of the tunnel ahead. “They were gone when I reached the ledge.”

      Algoron climbed up and dusted himself off. “All right. Let’s go kill some goblins.”
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        * * *

      

      Jace advanced down the dark tunnel as rapidly as he dared, his eyes focused on the gloom ahead. The dim light Narine held above his shoulder ate away at the darkness as they hurried along the narrow path, the rocky ceiling just tall enough so neither of them needed to duck. Brogan would definitely have to crouch, he thought. He suspected the tunnel had been shaped by dwarfs, the walls too smooth to be natural.

      The passage continually curved to the right. Jace imagined the path following the cavern wall outside, leading them back toward the tunnel they had taken when they first arrived at Kelmar. The rocky floor had a gradual but continuous upward slope. Although the incline was minimal, it was over a long distance, more than a quarter mile by the time it leveled.

      Noise ahead had him lurching to a stop. Narine ran into his back, nearly causing him to fall forward. Her arm wrapped about his torso as she tried to maintain balance, the added weight causing him to shuffle his feet to prevent falling.

      He turned back to her, whispering, “Did you forget? We are trying to sneak.”

      She pressed her lips together. “Of course I didn’t forget. I just didn’t expect you to stop so abruptly.”

      “Well, that’s what happens when a thief hears someone nearby. We stop and listen. Now hush.”

      Narrowed eyes stared back at him, her mouth twisting until he feared she might shout, but no noise emerged. He flashed her a glare of warning before turning way and listening.

      It was distant, but he heard rustling, grunting, and an unintelligible, guttural language.

      Waving her along, he crept forward, his footsteps silent. Despite her lack of physical grace, she was nearly as quiet, her slippered footsteps and the rustling of her dress unlikely to draw attention until they were quite close.

      An opening in the floor appeared a dozen strides ahead. He stopped again, gripping her to ensure she did not stumble.

      “Douse the light,” he whispered.

      She took his hand and darkness invaded, leaving him completely blind. He waited for his eyes to adjust, staring down the dark tunnel. Slowly, shapes began to appear. An edge here, a dark outline there, dim light pouring through the opening. He eased forward, and the noises he had heard grew increasingly louder. As he neared the gap, he released her hand, squatted, and began crawling. He saw the shadowy silhouettes of goblins, outlined by faint, flickering light. The monsters’ backs were facing him, clustered between the opening and the tunnel mouth, a hundred feet away. Many of the goblins were armed, the telling shapes of spears and bows visible.

      There must be two dozen of them.

      He backed away from the opening, turned, and reached around until his hand found Narine. She gasped in reaction to his hand placement. Smirking, he moved his hand until he found her arm, gripped it, and drew her close, whispering. “There are enemies in the tunnel below, too many to fight. Can you get rid of them?”

      “You want me to kill them?”

      “Yes. These aren’t people. They are twisted, evil monsters. Just set them on fire or something. Make it chaotic.”

      “Energy spells are extremely difficult for women. If not for the bracelet, I couldn’t manage much more than a candle worth of flame.”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      A moment passed before she sighed. “Fine. Bring me close to the opening.”

      Squatting low, still holding her arm, he crept ahead, moved to the side, and pointed at the shapes visible in the tunnel below.

      Narine waved her hands through the air, the hair on his arms standing on end. Bright, hot flames shot through the opening, the roar of the fire rumbling mightily. The blaze engulfed the nearest cluster of goblins, the monsters shrieking, flailing, some falling to the ground, others trying to escape. She released the flames, the only light now coming from the tunnel below. Her shoulders slumped in exhaustion, beads of sweat on her brow.

      He put a hand on her shoulder. “That was wonderful.”

      Leaning down, he peered into the lower tunnel, much taller than the one they were in and easily wide enough for five men to walk astride. Behind the opening, he found nothing. Ahead were the scattered, charred remains of goblins, some still smoldering. He said a quick prayer to the gods and leapt down, bending his knees with the landing. With a better viewpoint, he peered down the tunnel.

      The gap between the rocky walls grew wider between his position and the mouth ahead. There, a cluster of goblins stood armed and ready. He did a quick count. Eight of the wiry monsters remained.

      They must have run away when she used her magic. It will only be a moment before they decide it is safe to come back.

      Jace looked up and waved Narine along. “Jump down.”

      “It’s a ten-foot drop.” She shook her head. “I’ll hurt myself.”

      “Narine… Just do it before these monsters return. I’ll catch you.”

      “You will catch me?”

      He glanced back and saw the goblins advancing warily. “Yes. Hurry. I would rather not fight them alone.”

      More monsters appeared from beyond the tunnel, joining those who had survived her magic, their numbers swelling greatly. He suddenly realized he had made a mistake.

      A yip came from above. Before Jace could turn back toward her, Narine slammed into him, driving them both to the cavern floor. The breath shot from his lungs, and his head struck stone. Pain seared, his vision going black.
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      Brogan walked the dark tunnel in a crouch, one hand gripping Rawk’s shoulder as he led the group, his other holding Blythe’s fingers, the next person in their human chain. They had gone a good distance, albeit slowly. Rawk and Algoron both claimed they could navigate safely. All Brogan saw was blackness, as if he were floating in a void. Only the solid rock beneath his feet and the painful impact when he hit his head on the ceiling above proved otherwise.

      He had already struck it once, eliciting growls and complaints about the lack of warning. When it happened again, he rubbed at his forehead and swore at Rawk and the tunnel itself.

      A roar came from up ahead, shrieks and squeals soon following.

      “Enough of this,” Brogan growled, gripping the hilt and pulling Augur out. His surroundings bloomed to life, Rawk just ahead, the dwarf staring at him in concern, the others standing behind him, waiting.

      “I will lead.” Brogan pushed past Rawk and hurried down the tunnel.

      He picked up the pace, rounded a bend, and skidded to a halt. Light appeared ahead, the orange of fire framing Narine’s silhouette. When the silhouette disappeared through a hole in the tunnel floor, Brogan rushed forward, moving as fast as he dared. He reached the hole, crouched, and peered through the opening, Rawk doing the same a moment later.

      On another tunnel floor ten feet below, Narine was sprawled out on top of Jace. Not far from the couple were the blackened bodies of dead goblins.

      Narine pushed herself up, knelt beside Jace, and patted his cheek. “Jace! They are coming. Jace!”

      “Narine!” Brogan yelled. Her head jerked up in surprise. “Pull him clear. We are coming down.”

      Sitting and easing himself forward until his legs dangled over the edge, Brogan prepared to jump. Below, Narine grunted as she pulled the unconscious thief aside. Brogan pushed off and fell, his feet slamming into the tunnel floor. The momentum sent him sprawling to his hands and knees, his falchion sliding across the floor in a clatter. His surroundings grew dark the moment the hilt slipped from his hand.

      The shadows of dozens of goblins obscured the tunnel mouth. The monsters were coming in his direction.

      On his hands and knees, he scrambled for his sword. When his hand gripped the hilt, the tunnel grew five shades brighter. He rose into a fighting stance and gauged the advancing enemy, armed with rusty blades, spears, and bows. Beyond the goblins was the bright halo of magic from the shaman. In his augmented vision, their magic was foul, twisted, a beacon of evil. A lust for blood filled his thoughts. He took a step forward, then another, eager to slay darkspawn.
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        * * *

      

      When Brogan drew his sword, Narine shifted her focus back to Jace. She grappled for her magic, the effort required forcing her to concentrate. Even with the added power of the bracelet, the fire she used to clear the tunnel had taxed her, the toll of an energy construct draining her to a dangerously low level.

      Women weren’t meant for such magic, she told herself. We were, however, meant for healing.

      The construct of repair solidified above Jace, and she mentally reached through it, probing him for injuries. She used the construct to flush the blood that had gathered at the back of his skull, then sealed the wound. While his brain was likely rattled, she needed him awake, so she twisted the construct to one of mental manipulation, planting the impression of shock. His eyes flashed open and he gasped, bolting upright, panting.

      “Easy…” She placed a hand on his arm. “You hit your head.”

      Adyn jumped from the tunnel above and landed a stride away, the thud of her boots on stone preceding the ring of her blades being drawn.

      The bodyguard looked down at Narine. “You know how I hate when you run off without me.”

      Brogan was five strides ahead, his sword ready as goblins came running toward him.

      “Stay here,” Adyn said, taking three steps before planting herself. “I will handle any monsters that make it past him.”

      The goblins charged. Brogan met them with a slashing sword, his heavy falchion hacking left and right. The blade cut through a spear shaft, lopped off a goblin arm, and buried in the shoulder of another. The next swing sliced across two torsos, shrieks of pain filling the cavern, joining Brogan’s angry roars.

      Blythe landed in a squat. Rising to a ready stance with bow in hand, she drew an arrow. “Brogan, Adyn, shift left.”

      Both warriors did as requested, and the woman began loosing arrows, taking out two goblins in rapid succession.
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        * * *

      

      When Blythe dropped from sight, Rhoa moved forward and prepared to jump. A hand gripped her arm.

      “Don’t.”

      She turned toward Rawk. “What’s wrong?”

      “It is already crowded down there. You won’t be of much help.” In the darkness, she could barely see his face. “This tunnel continues on. I think… I think we should follow it.”

      “Agreed,” Algoron said from behind her. “It leads toward Kelmar.”

      Rawk’s hand gripped hers, drawing her with him. He circled the hole in the cavern floor and ducked into a smaller tunnel, the surroundings again lost to the darkness. Despite the power she sensed in his thick, strong hands, he held hers in a gentle but steady grip. She trusted him and moved without hesitation, knowing he would see her through safely.

      As before, the tunnel sloped upward. Soon, in a room that appeared to be ten feet across and just as deep, light appeared through a window. She passed Rawk and rushed toward it, the opening two feet wide and half the height. Reaching it, she peered through, Rawk at her side.

      The domed cavern and the city of Kelmar lay before them. Stone buildings burned, the streets thick with goblins. Directly below was the shelf with the bonfire surrounded by goblin shaman. Even as she looked down at the flames, the shaman worked their magic, raising another fireball and launching it toward the city.

      Between the bonfire and the tunnel entrance below, a cluster of two dozen armed goblins huddled, eager to enter the tunnel.

      “Back away, Rhoa.” Rawk turned toward Algoron. “Let’s open this tunnel, Uncle. Darkspawn stand below it.”

      Algoron moved forward with a deep chuckle. “I would like nothing better.”

      The dwarfs separated, moving as far apart as the small cave allowed. Running their hands along the wall, the two Makers worked their magic, the stone cracking, chipping, fracturing. When they could reach no higher, Rawk and Algoron ran their outstretched hands along the rock and toward each other until they met. They put their palms against the wall and pushed. Loud snapping sounded, followed by a low rumble. The wall tilted outward slowly, then collapsed, boulders, rocks, and debris raining down, stirring up a cloud of dust.
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        * * *

      

      “Die!” Brogan shouted as he leveled his falchion in a mighty attack.

      Two unlucky goblins stepped into the arc of his swing. The blade cleaved completely through the first monster and buried deep into the second, sticking in place. Brogan was forced to plant a boot on the goblin while yanking Augur free.

      A spear plunged toward him, too fast for him to react. The flash of Adyn’s sword spun past, the spear tip flipping sideways off the broken shaft. With her other blade, she stepped past him with a slicing lunge, eviscerating the attacking goblin.

      Adyn scrambled backward. “Now, Blythe!”

      A flurry of three arrows sailed past, taking a goblin in the throat, another in the chest, the third in the stomach.

      By then, Brogan had recovered. He flexed and roared, stepping over dead bodies while his blade whistled through the air.
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        * * *

      

      Jace blinked and fought through the cobwebs in his head. It felt like he had awoken from a deep sleep, disoriented and confused by the surrounding chaos.

      “You hit your head,” Narine said, her hand on his arm. “I healed you the best I could, but your brain remains bruised.”

      His memories came flooding back – the cavern, the goblin attack, the dark tunnel. Blythe stood just a few feet away, loosing arrows in timed volleys. Ahead of her were Adyn and Brogan, the latter surrounded by dead goblins.

      Slowly rising to his feet with a groan, the cavern tilted. He wobbled, and Narine steadied him.

      “Your head, Jace. You need rest.”

      “We don’t have time for rest.” Not while my friends might be dying. “You stay here. If anything happens to us, we need your healing abilities.”

      Taking a deep breath, he drew a throwing blade from each of his sleeves and eased forward, hugging the left wall of the tunnel since Blythe shot along the right.

      “Don’t die on me, Jace,” Narine shouted from behind him. “I need you.”

      Despite the danger ahead, a smile spread across his face. She needs me.

      Two goblins rushed Brogan, and the big man decapitated them in a single, ferocious stroke. Their headless bodies collapsed to reveal archers behind them.

      “Look out!” Jace bellowed.

      Adyn and Blythe were quick to react, the first dropping flat to the floor, the other pinning herself against the wall. Brogan tried to move but was too slow, his left shoulder lurching backward, an arrow protruding from it. The big man grunted as another struck his thigh. He fell to one knee, still gripping his sword.

      Jace leapt forward and released one blade, it spinning over Brogan’s shoulder and burying into the chest of a goblin archer. A twang came from behind him and an arrow sailed past. The other goblin archer squealed, dispatched by Blythe’s arrow.

      A massive rumble came from ahead, a rockslide pouring down outside the tunnel entrance, sending a cloud of dust in all directions. Suddenly, nothing could be seen beyond Brogan, who still knelt on one knee, groaning in pain. As the dust settled, three goblins with rusty swords burst from it and rushed toward Brogan, the monsters emitting hoots of anger.

      Blythe shouted, “Brogan! Look out!”

      The man knocked one blade aside, breaking it as Augur’s tip lopped off the hand of another attacker. The third goblin slipped in with a thrust, impaling Brogan’s upper torso. The big man cried out as an arrow pierced the goblin’s throat. Jace loosed his other knife, killing the handless goblin, as Adyn sped in and killed the last monster with a vicious diagonal slice across the chest. It fell with a squawk, convulsing in pain as it died.

      When the dust cleared, nothing moved, the mouth of the tunnel partly obscured by a mound of rock.

      Jace hurried forward as Brogan fell into a sitting position, then lay back against the cavern wall. Kneeling, Jace took in the arrow jutting out of the man’s thigh, another protruding from his shoulder. The worst was the gash near his collarbone, his tunic and vest soaked with blood.

      “Narine!” Jace called. “Come quickly!”

      Blythe skidded to his side and knelt, her hand cupping Brogan’s cheek. “You big idiot.” Tears ran down her cheeks. “How am I supposed to keep you alive when you act so recklessly?”

      He grunted weakly. “We all die sometime. I prefer to go out in style.”

      “You aren’t supposed to die. Not yet,” she sobbed.

      Narine pushed Jace aside and knelt in his place. The hair on his arms stood on end as she embraced her magic. He backed away and turned toward the tunnel mouth where light seeped through the three-foot gap between the landslide and the rocky roof.

      Without a word, he began stepping over dead goblins while drawing the dagger at his hip.
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        * * *

      

      Rhoa stepped to the broken edge of the room and peered down. A pile of rock lay below, goblin limbs visible here and there. Upon the rocky shelf overlooking the city, none remained alive, save for the magic users. Each shaman wore a hideous sash made from human bones, a loop of smaller bones upon its head, giving the impression of a gruesome crown. The shaman had ceased creating fireballs, their gazes drawn toward the rockslide covering their dead brethren. One of them looked up, its red eyes spotting Rhoa. It pointed toward her and began to speak in a guttural language.

      I see no weapons, she thought. I just pray their magic has no effect.

      She turned to Rawk. “Lower me down.”

      “What?”

      “We have to stop them. I am immune to their magic. Lower me down.”

      Algoron stepped forward and grabbed her hand. “Ready.”

      Appearing unsure, Rawk grabbed her other hand. She backed to the edge and both dwarfs squatted, their free hands digging into the rock for grip. Crouching, she began inching her feet down the sheer, stone wall, continuing until both men hung from their waists, arms fully extended. She looked down, the drop now ten feet.

      Looking up, she said, “When I say three, let go.” She braced her feet against the wall, ready to push off. “One, two, three!”

      The dwarfs released their grips, her upper body falling backward. She pushed hard with her legs and launched herself into an arcing backflip, carrying her out beyond the debris. She landed on the rocky plateau and rolled backward with her momentum, drawing her fulgur blades as she rose to her feet.

      The shaman were waving their hands, chanting in unison. A burst of angry, red sparks shot out from the one in the middle. Striking her, the crimson electricity fizzled and dispersed, arcing across the stony ground. The goblin magic users paused, gaping at her in shock.

      She burst into a run, heading straight toward the monsters, closing the gap before they could react. Her blade pierced the chest of the one in the center in a splash of blue sparks. Its red eyes bulged, its body shaking as it fell to the ground, ripping the blade from her grip.

      With a violent backhanded swipe, she slashed across the torsos of three others, the tip of her remaining blade dragging in a trail of crackling sparks. The monsters cried out and stumbled backward, toward the cliff edge. She pressed them, slashing this way and that, narrowly missing as the enemies shied away. One squealed as it stepped back into open air and fell from sight. Another went for her wrist, gripping it with both hands. Although wiry, the goblin was stronger than it appeared. Rhoa fought it, but the thing wouldn’t let go. Finally, she put her boot against its midriff and pushed. The goblin lost its grip and reached for the hilt of her blade, tearing it from her grasp as it fell backward. This goblin screamed when blue sparks burnt its hand. Its momentum took it over the edge, both it and the blade flying into space and out of sight.

      The last shaman near the cliff edge waved its hands and began to chant, preparing to unleash a spell. Weaponless, but not helpless, Rhoa stepped toward the monster, spun, and kicked backward. Her heel connected, launching it out into the air before it tumbled to the ground eighty feet below.

      She then gasped, her eyes widening with dread when she saw a goblin shaman standing just a stride away. The monster held a rusty sword above its head, prepared to cleave through Rhoa’s skull.
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        * * *

      

      Jace climbed the rock pile, avoiding the exposed, gray limbs of dead goblins as he peered over the top. All the shaman had abandoned the bonfire, their backs toward him as they stood in a half-circle. A ball of vile, crimson sparks blasted from them and enveloped Rhoa only to disperse, bits of the magic skittering across the ground, leaving her unharmed.

      She attacked, killing one with her first strike and driving three others toward the cliff edge.

      With the shaman distracted, Jace climbed over and down the pile of rock. He rushed forward with an underhand thrust, burying his dagger into the spine of the nearest shaman. The one beside it turned and backed away while rolling its hands, speaking in grunts and growls. A thread of blackness came from the shaman, striking Jace in the chest. The amulet turned ice cold, but the magic had no effect, the black tendrils evaporating.

      “Your magic won’t work on me,” he said with a grin just before he leapt forward with a sweeping slash of his dagger.

      The goblin’s throat opened in a gash, dark, thick blood oozing out as it clutched its neck and collapsed

      He turned to find a shaman gripping a rusty blade sneaking up on Rhoa. Desperate, Jace threw his dagger, the twirling blade reflecting firelight as it sailed through air. Unfortunately, it was his standard dagger, not a throwing knife. The extra weight and length threw off his aim. Rather than strike the monster in the back as intended, the blade sailed high.

      I missed.

      The monster raised the sword, gripping it with both hands as Rhoa spun around. Jace’s errant throw struck the shaman’s hand, slicing through fingers and smashing into the hilt. The goblin shrieked, dropping the sword, the edge of the falling blade slicing down the monster’s back, leaving a trail of dark blood. It waved its arms and staggered until Rhoa kicked its leg out from underneath it. The monster hit the ground hard, landing on its side. With another kick, Rhoa sent the squealing, bloody goblin off the cliff.

      Panting, Rhoa turned toward Jace. “That was incredible. Striking the monsters hand with your throw… If you had gone for its back, the blade would have come down on me anyway.”

      Jace blinked, surprised at her assumption. Playing along, he shrugged. “It was my plan the entire time.”

      She shook her head as she approached, still breathing heavily. “You saved my life. Thank you. It almost makes me feel bad about things I have said about you.”

      “Almost?”

      A grin crossed her face. “Most of it was true, so…”

      He chuckled. “Fair enough.”
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      Through gasps for air, Jace grumbled, “Why did…” He sucked in a breath, “The biggest person in the group…have to get injured?”

      Brogan was heavy, even with Jace carrying just one of the man’s legs. One of the ex-soldier’s arms was draped over Rawk’s shoulder, the other over Algoron’s, the two dwarfs bearing much of the man’s weight. Adyn carried the other leg until she was relieved by Blythe, the two women taking turns during the descent to Kelmar.

      The footing became easier when the ground leveled, but the man remained just as heavy. They crossed the bridge and entered the city. Fires burned here and there. The surface of some buildings was stained black, as if the stars in the stone had been snuffed out. Jace wondered if a cleaning would revive the sparkle or if the fire had somehow burned it away forever.

      Two squealing, wild-eyed goblins came racing toward them, an armed dwarf giving chase. For a moment, Jace feared they might attack, then realized the monsters were in flight mode. As the goblin in the lead ran past Algoron, Jace kicked a leg out, hooking the goblin by the foot. It tripped, rolling along the ground, its gangly limbs flailing. The trailing goblin stumbled over the first, also going down in a heap and a shriek. The dwarf caught up and swung his battle axe. Jace turned away before the killing blow landed.

      As they advanced through the city, they found more and more dead goblins. Here and there, a dwarf lay amongst them, but the count easily exceeded ten to one. Some of the dead were citizens of the city – a few female dwarfs, several human males, and two children, the sight of which stung Jace to the core and brought tears to his eyes.

      Outside the dwarven barracks, dead goblins lay in piles. Ranks of armored dwarfs stood ready, watching as the small party wove its way through the remains. A command was issued, and the defenders parted. Hadnoddon stood on the stairs between the dwarven soldiers and the temple entrance.

      The stern dwarf gave them a nod. “Well done. We may have been overwhelmed by numbers if it had continued much longer. Shortly after the fireballs stopped, the monsters lost their will and began to run.”

      “Kill the shaman…and the rest will crumble,” Jace panted, repeating Brogan’s statement from earlier.

      The dwarf gave him a nod. “Aye.”

      “Is there any chance a few of your men can carry this lummox?” Jace groaned between gasps “He is at least as heavy as he appears.”

      Hadnoddon gave orders. Four dwarfs rushed in to take over, relieving Jace and the others of the burden.

      “He is injured and needs assistance,” Narine said.

      “Take him to the infirmary,” Hadnoddon ordered before turning toward Narine. “The sisters will heal him. They have skill in that area.”

      “I will go with him,” Blythe said, her face etched with concern as she hurried to follow the soldiers carrying Brogan.

      Jace sighed in relief and worked his neck and shoulders to loosen his muscles as he and the rest of his companions climbed the stairs and entered the temple.

      The receiving hall was filled with worried citizens huddled in clusters, children hugging their parents, many of the female dwarfs sobbing. All eyes followed the dwarfs carrying Brogan until they disappeared down a corridor. Those gazes then turned to Jace, some filled with hope, others with fear.

      He glanced toward Narine, feeling as if he should say something to ease their fears. “The worst is over. The goblins are defeated,” he shouted. “You will be allowed to return to your homes once the soldiers have cleared the area.”

      The reaction was instant, the room turning from silence to a buzz of conversation, hugs, and sighs of relief.

      Narine touched his arm as she leaned close. “What prompted you to say that?”

      “I… I guess I wanted them to feel better, to know they are safe.”

      She kissed his cheek and whispered, “That was thoughtful of you.” Her tone then changed, lightening. “Be careful, though, or the others might realize you care for people beyond yourself.”

      He gave her a sidelong look. “Don’t say such things.” Grabbing her hand, he led her through the crowd and into the side corridor leading toward their rooms. “We are done here. Let’s go.”

      Adyn rushed past him. “I’ll clear the way.”

      He stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “Go on, Adyn. We will be up in a moment.”

      The bodyguard gave a knowing smile as she turned at the landing, her footsteps fading as she continued her ascent.

      Jace faced Narine, the two of them alone in the corridor. “Remember how you jumped down on me and I cracked my head open?”

      “You told me to jump. You said you would catch me.”

      “Yes, but how can I catch you if you jump while I’m not looking?” His hand went to the back of his head, his hair crusty and matted with blood. “Wow. Does that need a washing,” he mumbled, wiping the hand on his breeches.

      “Yeah. You hit the ground pretty hard. I feared I might not be able to wake you.”

      He gently rubbed a smudge from her cheek. “It looks like we are both filthy from crawling around in those tunnels. You could use a bath, as well.”

      She looked down at her dress, stained with dark patches. Turning her palms over, they were even worse. She cringed. “I didn’t realize it was this bad. A bath is certainly required.”

      A grin stretched across his face. “In that case, the tub in my room seems large enough for two.”

      Her eyes widened, and he feared she might slap him. Instead, she bit her lip, the corners turning up in a smirk. “You are such a rogue. But you come up with the best ideas.”

      With her hand in his, he led her up the stairs, more eager to take a bath than he could ever recall.
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        * * *

      

      Brogan stirred and opened his eyes. The image was blurred, two pale shapes hovering overhead. He blinked and squinted until the image coalesced. Two seers looked down at him – an old crone and another so young he thought she was a girl at first glance. The older woman had a slight build and a pinched face. The other was plump, with rounded cheeks and full lips. It was hard to tell, but he guessed her age to be no more than twenty.

      “He wakes,” the chubby sister said.

      “Of course,” replied the older one. “With the poison gone, his fever has faded and faculties have returned.”

      “Poison?” he mumbled.

      “Of course not,” said the older sister. “But the blade that stuck you left filth behind. That wizardess only made it worse when she sealed up the wound. If left unchecked, it would have festered and killed you as readily as any poison.”

      The mention of his wounds brought him back to the fight with the goblins – an arrow in his shoulder, another in his leg, a sword near his collarbone. Soldiers don’t survive such things. But here he was, very much alive.

      Grunting, he tried to sit up, but the two seers pushed him back down.

      “Remain here for a while and rest,” the younger one said.

      The older one added in a firm tone, “We have other patients, so don’t cause us trouble or you will only do them harm with your distractions.”

      When the two sisters moved away from his bed, he saw Blythe standing in the corner, her arms crossed over her chest. With red eyes and blotchy cheeks, it was clear she had been crying.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      Her arms dropped to her sides, her lips pressing together until they turned pale. The steel in her eyes was a clear warning. He was in trouble. “What do you mean what’s wrong?” She strode toward him and threw a punch, striking his injured shoulder.

      “Ouch!” The wound might have been sealed, but it remained tender, and her jab sent pain shooting down his arm and up to his neck. Wincing, he held his arm. “What was that for?”

      “For scaring me!” she shouted. “Why do you continue to throw yourself toward danger? First with Despaldi, then with the wyvern attack, and now you take on an army of goblins. I lost Phantom in the last attack and almost lost you twice over. Are you trying to kill yourself?”

      Memories from those encounters flashed in his head. In each situation, he had attacked with aggression, throwing caution aside. “I… I just reacted to the situation.”

      Hearing the lie out loud had him wincing even before she punched him again. Pain flared from his shoulder, leaving him gasping as he turned away.

      “Stop!” she shouted, her voice cracking. “Stop lying to me.”

      He grit his teeth and gathered courage as he sought the answer to her question. Somewhere deep within, he found the truth.

      Turning toward her, he replied in a hushed voice, embarrassed to say it aloud. “I am nothing but failures and lies. You would be better off without me. I should never have come.”

      Her expression softened. “Why would you say that?”

      His stomach twisted from having to share his burden with her, but he knew she would have it no other way. “My regrets haunt me, Blythe. They are dominating and countless. If I can go out as a hero, leave something positive behind, perhaps I will rest well when I am dead.”

      She stared at him for a long moment, and he feared she might strike him again. Instead, she took his hand and held it to her chest. “Do you feel anything for me?”

      His heart began racing, and beads of sweat formed on his brow. “Of course I do.”

      “As a friend…or something more?”

      “I…” Am a coward. Run away, Blythe. I am no good for you. Once again, his thoughts and actions were not in sync. “More,” he croaked, then hastily said, “But I am too old for–”

      “I am no child, Brogan.” The steel had returned to her voice. “How old to you think I am?”

      “You…” Careful. Women can be sensitive about their age. “Didn’t you say you were twenty-something when we met?”

      “Yes. Twenty-nine.”

      “See.” He sighed. “I am forty-two. Far too old for you.”

      “Brogan, we met six years ago. I am now thirty-five and not getting any younger.”

      He blinked when he realized she had aged just as he had. The difference between forty-two and thirty-five seemed so…irrelevant.

      She leaned over him, her head tilted as she gazed into his eyes. “Haven’t you wondered why I remained? Why I have lived in that lonely valley with you for the past six years?”

      “I…figured you liked it there.”

      She ran her hand across his forehead, wiping away beads of perspiration. “Of course I did, silly. I liked it there because you were there.”

      “I…” He floundered, searching for the right words. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      A snort was her immediate response, paired with a shake of her head. “Have you met yourself? You aren’t exactly the type who shares feelings or wishes others to share back. Your gruff, sturdy, reliable demeanor is among the things I like about you, but the sharing must happen sometimes.”

      He stared into her green, intense eyes. “What now? What would you have of me, Blythe?”

      Those eyes crinkled as she smiled. “I would have you alive. Perhaps more importantly, I wish you to be happy, to shed the shackles of your past and help secure a better future. Not as a martyr, but as a leader. And I would have it all happen with me by your side.”

      The lump in his throat was difficult to swallow, the words slippery as he attempted to gather them and force them past his tongue. “I would like that very much.”

      Her smile widened briefly, then fell away as she bent down and kissed him. He responded, allowing himself to enjoy the moment, enjoy her presence, and look forward to the future for the first time in many, many years.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Rhoa and her companions, even Brogan, gathered in the dining room. The man appeared pale and weary, but that was to be expected. Despite his earlier wounds, the seers promised he would make a full recovery after a solid night of rest.

      Blythe sat by his side, the two of them occasionally sharing a look, saying nothing. Rhoa wondered if something had occurred between them. She recalled how upset Blythe had been as she followed him to the infirmary. The fact she cared deeply for the man was obvious.

      Rhoa ate with a fervor, hungrier than she had been at any time since arriving in Kelmar. The food had not gotten any better, but she had grown used to it and no longer had to choke down the soggy vegetables or strange fish.

      Jace and Narine sat across from her, the two sharing whispers and smiles. Rhoa could not stop looking toward them but felt as if she were invading on something private with each glance. They seem to grow closer with each passing week.

      Jealousy arose. She tried to stifle it, knowing it was a petty reaction. From time to time, she would glance toward Rawk, who sat beside Jace. She often caught him staring back. The Maker’s eyes would grow visibly alarmed, then he would look down at his plate, focused on the food, as if it were the most interesting thing in the room. She wondered if he was really watching her or if it was just her own wishful thinking.

      Adyn finished eating first, the woman stretching as she leaned back. “I would give anything for an alehouse. It seems like forever since I have had an evening of fun.”

      “Ahh,” said Salvon. “I also miss reciting tales to a roomful of eager listeners hanging on my every word.”

      “Well, that isn’t exactly the fun I had in mind,” Adyn replied. “But if you can give me something interesting to drink, I am all ears.”

      Salvon chortled. “Fair enough.”

      Xionne, accompanied by Zhialta, entered the room, interrupting the conversation.

      The young seer nodded to the table, all eyes on her. “As the representative of my people, I wish to thank you all. While lives were lost today, buildings destroyed, and fear thrust into our hearts, things would have ended far worse had you not reacted with speed and bravery.”

      Zhialta asked, “How did you know to attack their magic users?”

      Jace shrugged. “Brogan.”

      The big warrior sat back, his eyes going to Blythe before he responded. “I… I’ve had experience fighting darkspawn in The Fractured Lands. You soon learn that the shaman are the head of that particular snake. Chop the head off, and the rest become mindless wretches, barely able to wield a weapon and completely unable to reason.”

      “Yes. That matches Hadnoddon’s report,” Zhialta noted.

      Xionne sighed. “Should another attack occur, it may be necessary knowledge for us to survive. I fear the vision exposing the Dark Lord also made him aware of our presence. It cannot be coincidence for our city to be attacked five days after his attempt on my life. Kelmar was founded two thousand years ago, and we have never experienced an invasion prior to now. The seers must prepare. We will not be caught unaware next time.”

      “Next time?” Rhoa asked.

      The seer nodded. “If the Dark Lord seeks to extend his dominion, he will view us as a threat. We are the servants of Vandasal, who diametrically opposes Urvadan. To gain advantage over our god, the Dark Lord will seek to eliminate the seers. Of this, I am certain.

      “While we prepare ourselves for the next assault, you must follow the prophecies, seek out the objects of power, and ultimately confront the Dark Lord. Unless you succeed, I fear all else is for naught and just delaying the inevitable.”

      A long moment of quiet followed.

      “Just to be clear, what is this inevitable?” Jace asked.

      Tilting her head, Xionne replied, “The end of the world, of course.”

      She then turned and headed out the door, her white skirts billowing, Zhialta following. After they were gone, the room remained silent, Rhoa’s thoughts unable to shake the woman’s final statement.

      “The end of the world, of course.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            37

          

          

      

    

    







            A Tearful Farewell

          

        

      

    

    
      Narine cast one final glance back at the room that had been her home for two weeks. Her stay at Kelmar had been memorable, filled with oddities, discoveries, and moments of horror. She prayed her next destination, wherever that may be, offered more promise and lacked the darker moments. Grunting as she shouldered her pack, she stepped out into the corridor and closed the door.

      Salvon, Brogan, and Blythe disappeared down the stairs. Adyn emerged from the room across the hallway, her pack slung over one shoulder.

      The bodyguard arched a brow at Narine. “No trunks for this journey?”

      “How droll.”

      “I don’t see dirt on your dress. Did they launder your clothing, as well?”

      “Thankfully, yes.”

      “Anything else you want to tell me about yesterday? You and your boyfriend seemed giddy at dinner.”

      Narine stumbled on her reply, her face growing flush. “I… We…”

      Adyn laughed and put her arm about Narine’s shoulders, walking her down the corridor. “Please don’t change. I do so enjoy making you blush.”

      The door to Jace’s room opened. He stepped out wearing his wool cloak, a loaded pack on his back. His eyes landed on Narine. “Why are your cheeks red?”

      Again, Adyn laughed, stirring Narine’s stubborn side. She doused her inhibitions and forced an uncharacteristic response. “I was just telling Adyn of our adventures in the bathtub. I left out no detail.” She gave him a lecherous grin. “Not even your playful hijinks.”

      Shockingly, Jace blushed, his jaw working, no words emerging. Laughter overtook Adyn until she had to lean against the wall lest she fall to the floor. Unable to resist, Narine laughed, as well. When Jace’s face darkened and he stomped off, she laughed even harder.

      Recovering, Adyn put her arm about Narine again and led her down the corridor. “That was outstanding.”

      “He is cross with me now.”

      “Yeah, but don’t you think it was worth it?”

      Grinning, Narine nodded. “It was fun.”

      “Of course it was. You gave him back what he normally does to you.”

      They descended the stairs, moving slowly beneath the weight on their backs.

      Narine reflected on their stay at Kelmar, as well as the time she and Jace had spent together. “Lately, he has been more considerate. At least toward me. I believe he is making an effort, and I cannot help but appreciate him for it.”

      “Shh.” Adyn leaned close, whispering, “You mustn’t tell him that. Keep making him work for your affection. If he thinks he will have it regardless of his efforts, you lose all advantage.”

      Chuckling, Narine shook her head. “You make it sound as if he and I are in a duel.”

      “Oh, you are. But in this fight, the stakes are much higher than in an arena.” She tapped on Narine’s chest. “This is the prize.”

      Narine scoffed. “Trust me, he has enjoyed those extensively. In fact, he seems quite enthralled with them.”

      Laughter burst from Adyn again, the woman stopping on a landing until she was able to gather herself to reply. “I am speaking of your heart, not your…assets.”

      With a grin, Narine nodded. “Oh. Yeah. That makes sense.” She continued down the stairs. “The fact my mind went there first makes me wonder if he has influenced me as much as I have him.”

      Narine reached the bottom and turned down the corridor as Adyn caught up. “I would say he has.”

      She gripped Narine’s arm, stopping her. The smile melting away, Adyn’s expression grew serious. “I want you to know I am proud of you. Since leaving Tiadd, and even more since your father’s death, you have grown. You have shown backbone, standing up for yourself and risking much for the sake of others. I would prefer you did a better job of avoiding danger, but I cannot fault you for your intentions. You have become an amazing and courageous woman.”

      The sentiment struck a chord, filling Narine with a sense of satisfaction she had rarely experienced. Despite her best efforts, tears welled up. She rubbed them away and struggled for a proper reply. Finally, she wrapped her arms about the taller woman and squeezed her close.

      “I love you.”

      Adyn smoothed her hair. “I love you, too. However, crying totally destroys your complexion. You had better gather yourself, or your boyfriend is going to be put off when he sees you.”

      Chuckling, Narine stepped back. She wiped her eyes dry and took a deep breath to calm herself. “All right. Let’s join the others.”

      They continued down the corridor, through the doorway, and into the receiving hall, which was crowded with people.
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        * * *

      

      Half of the seers, a score of serving staff, and a handful of dwarven warriors occupied the receiving hall. Feeling surrounded, Brogan fought the urge to draw Augur and clear some space.

      His pack at his feet, he stood beside Blythe, her hand on his arm. The contact was distracting, but he would not complain…not when he reveled in the distraction. He glanced at her, and she gave him a smile, her eyes brightening.

      “Why all the people?” he asked quietly.

      Blythe leaned close, pointing toward two women in white, the crowd of seers parting for them. “Here come Xionne and Zhialta. I suspect we will soon find out.”

      Narine and Adyn entered the room, both women smiling as they joined the group. The princess settled beside Jace, who wore a grimace. She leaned close, kissed his cheek, and whispered into his ear. Gripping his arm and pressing against him, she turned toward the approaching seers. The thief’s frown slowly turned to a smirk.

      As the two sisters approached, Zhialta raised a hand high into the air. The buzzing conversation trailed off, all eyes turning toward the two seers.

      “Attention,” Zhialta said in a firm voice. “Mother is about to speak.”

      Xionne gave the woman a nod before facing Brogan and his companions. “The Seers of Kelmar, Guardians of the Oracle, and Servants to Vandasal thank you. Your brave deeds saved lives yesterday, and the quest you are about to undertake could save many, many more. Our prayers are with you. May your search be fruitful and your hand be guided by Vandasal himself.”

      Zhialta said loudly, “Thank you, Mother.” She then stepped closer and spoke in a normal voice. “Our soldiers have swept the tunnels, ensuring they are cleared of darkspawn. Unfortunately, the enemy slaughtered your horses. As fate would have it, we had previously arranged an alternate form of travel, one which will swiftly bring you closer to your selected destinations.”

      Brogan frowned. “Destinations?”

      “We spoke of two prophecies, each describing a trio of enchanted objects you must possess. Since we have diverging auguries, each mentioning different objects, we have noted the names missing from each and included in the other.

      “At this point, your paths diverge. You must split up into two groups, one seeking the Cultivators–”

      “Cultivators?” Rhoa interrupted. “They exist?”

      “You must admit the existence of Makers, Rhoa.” Salvon gestured toward Rawk and Algoron. “Would you truly be surprised to find Cultivators are real, as well?”

      She blinked and shook her head. “No. I just… I don’t understand. Why have so many years passed since they have been seen, so long since they have occupied the pages of recorded history?”

      Zhialta said, “I suggest you save that question for the Cultivators. You may also know them as elves.”

      “Elves?!” Brogan blurted before glancing toward Blythe. In his culture, stories of elves, the demons of the forest, were used to frighten children.

      “Yes, Brogan Reisner, The Jaded Warrior. You will soon meet them yourself. The Scarlet Archer, She Who is Blind by Birth, and your two doomed Maker friends must journey east in search of the Living Forest. Find the forest and you will find the Cultivators.

      “In their possession is the Arc of Radiance.”

      Zhialta turned toward Jace, Narine, and Adyn. “And that leaves you three – She Who Bends Magic Until It Breaks, The Indentured Guardian, and The Charlatan of Ages. You must travel to Cor Cordium.”

      With a questioning glance toward Narine, Jace asked, “The Enchanter’s Isle?”

      The woman nodded. “There, you shall locate and retrieve the Band of Amalgamation.”

      Jace frowned at the seer. “What is this Band of blabidity-blah anyhow?”

      “Amalgamation,” Zhialta replied. “What it is, we do not know. We only acknowledge it as necessity as detailed in prophecy.”

      The thief snorted. “How will we know what we seek? How do we even know it’s real? What if this entire thing is a bunch of nonsense and we are merely wasting our time, running around chasing stories someone made up long ago?”

      Xionne said, “Were you not there when the prophecy was read aloud? Do you deny its ability to detail past events?”

      “Well, I was there, and I guess it was accurate.”

      “Both of these prophecies are hundreds of years old.” She tilted her head in question. “How could the seers have recorded the events of today so long ago if their abilities were not real?”

      His mouth opened and closed again, his eyes glancing around the room. Finally, he shrugged. “You make a valid point. Say we go and find this Band of gobbly-gook–”

      “Amalgamation,” Zhialta corrected, visibly exasperated.

      “Fine. Whatever,” he snapped back. “Let’s say we find it. What then?”

      “Then,” Zhialta replied, “we will provide the next instruction.”

      Jace threw his hands into the air. “Of course you will. No sense in providing it now, right? You wouldn’t want us to know what is coming next.” He shook his head. “No. Better to keep us in the dark. It’s only our lives we risk for your stupid prophecy.”

      “You misunderstand, Jace,” Xionne replied in a quiet, calm voice. “We cannot provide the next instruction at this time because it remains unclear. We hope, with the objects of power in hand, the path will become apparent.”

      The thief crossed his arms but remained quiet.

      “Now that you have been informed, your escort will guide you outside.” Xionne dipped her head in deference. “Be well, heroes, and may Vandasal guide you.”
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        * * *

      

      Rhoa carried a heavy pack over her travel cloak. The dwarfs escorting them carried additional gear, a few holding up glowing orbs to illuminate the dark tunnel and approaching stairwell. The party had already passed the area of the battle, the stone floors stained with dark blood. A day had passed, but Rhoa could not shake the image of the goblin shaman, his sword prepared to cleave through her until Jace saved her. She felt bad for her past treatment of the thief. He had proven himself to be something other than the selfish rogue he portrayed.

      The climb up the stairs required far more effort than the earlier descent, the group stopping twice to rest at Salvon’s request. When they reached the top of the stairs, the pace quickened, and the party continued along the path leading outside the mountain.

      The farther they walked, the colder the tunnel grew. At the onset, Rhoa had been sweltering beneath the extra clothing, but that soon changed, her sweat cooling and a chill gathering. Light came from ahead, growing brighter with each step, outlining the silhouettes of the dwarfs in the lead. Hadnoddon stopped at the small cave where they had stored the furs at their arrival and began handing them out. Rhoa eagerly took her coat, buttoned it to her chin, and donned the mitts she had been given. With a fur hat on her head and cloak back over her shoulders, she reclaimed her pack and waited while the others dressed. When ready, Hadnoddon led them toward the exit.

      The tunnel opened to reveal a world covered in white, so bright she had to squint. She now understood why the dwarfs all wore helmets, each sporting a tinted shield at the front to dim the light. Rawk had donned his tinted glasses, and Algoron had acquired a helmet for himself, leaving only the humans without something to shield their eyes.

      As they emerged from the tunnel, Rhoa’s breath visibly swirled in the air with each exhale. While the sun was bright, it produced little heat. The snow beneath her boots, deep enough to reach her knees, crunched with each step. She squatted and scooped up a handful with a mitt. Light and fluffy, it spilled out as she stood.

      “We are in luck. A bed of fresh snow will help us make better time,” Hadnoddon said as the others gathered around him. There were twenty Guardians in total, the force giving the impression of a war party rather than an expedition.

      “Better time?” Jace sounded doubtful. “Won’t it slow the horses?”

      “Heh,” Hadnoddon grunted. “Your horses are dead, remember? Doesn’t affect us anyway. The seers arranged for another, more suitable form of transportation. Come along.”

      He headed across the walled-in, snow-covered glade where they had left the horses. In the shadows of the rocks, Rhoa spotted the carcasses, the snow stained with blood. Goblin tracks were everywhere, imprecise indentations appearing older than a day.

      More snow must have fallen last night.

      They circled the small pool of water and headed toward the entrance. The log that had been used to pen in the horses was broken, the pieces tossed aside. Hadnoddon ignored it as he led the party through the narrow gap. When they emerged, Rhoa stared at her surroundings in wonder.

      The mountain was covered in snow, but the trees in the forest below, which extended to the horizon, were coated in a layer of ice, the twisting, bare branches glistening like diamonds. Here and there, clusters of green pines were a stark contrast amid the frosty leaf trees. All was still, as if the entire world had frozen in place.

      Movement at the edge of the forest drew her attention. In the shadows of the trees, she saw what appeared to be large animals.

      She pointed. “What’s that down there?”

      “That is our transportation.”

      Hadnoddon began climbing down the hillside, his soldiers trailing while the others looked at each other.

      “I have met Frostborn before, but never got the chance to ride with one.” Salvon grinned as he stared toward the trees.

      “Frostborn?” Jace asked.

      Brogan grunted. “Savages.”

      Salvon turned to him. “Oh, come now. Yes, they live differently than you and refuse to recognize your wizard lord as their ruler, but they are hardly savages.”

      The big man grimaced. “Godless. That’s what they are.”

      The storyteller arched a brow. “You may be surprised.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “It means, my large friend, there are more deities than the eight gods we humans worship.” He gestured toward Rawk and Algoron. “Just ask our two Maker friends.”

      Salvon began climbing down the hill. Jace, Adyn, and Narine followed.

      Brogan looked at Blythe. “Frostborn. Did you ever think you would travel with one?”

      “Can’t say I expected it, but I have always been curious.”

      His scowl deepened. “You are as bad as him.”

      She stepped closer and cinched his coat together at the neck. “Try to keep an open mind. And remember, don’t do anything rash and get yourself killed, or I will be quite cross with you.”

      His scowl remained for a moment before the big man chuckled. “I certainly wouldn’t want you upset with me, even if I was dead. I fear you might track me down in the afterlife just to chastise me.”

      Blythe patted his cheek, smiling. “Now you are showing good sense.”

      The pair turned and began their descent.

      Something has happened between those two, Rhoa thought.

      She turned toward Rawk and caught him watching her. At least she suspected he was watching, but she couldn’t see his eyes through the tinted lenses. With Jace and Narine always together and now Brogan and Blythe, she felt a longing for something beyond friendship.

      What does Rawk think of me? What is going on in his head? In his heart? Is it even possible for a Maker to be with a human?

      With danger around every corner, she feared one of them might die before she learned the answers.

      Sighing inwardly, she said to the two dwarfs, “Come along, boys. Let’s go see what these Frostborn are all about.”

      Following the winding trail, a series of switchbacks weaving a path down the snow-covered mountainside, they made their descent. There were spots where the drifts reached Rhoa’s waist, and she was thankful to be among the last to make the journey, those in the front having forged a path for everyone else. The result of their impediment allowed her to catch up to Hadnoddon and his soldiers before they were halfway down.

      As the slope leveled, they emerged from the pines and crossed the open field at the foot of the mountain. Squinting at the bright sunlight, Rhoa was able to catch glimpses of pale gray shapes moving among the frozen trees. When she entered the woods, the blinding sun obscured by frost-covered tree limbs, she caught her first sight of what waited. A gasp of chilled air filled her lungs.

      Dozens of dogs, each standing five feet tall and three times her own weight, stood there. The dogs had long, gray hair and keen eyes, each appearing powerfully built. They were attached to wagons with metal rails in place of wheels, six dogs per wagon. Men with shaggy, white beards and pale faces, each covered in gray-and-white furs, stood among the animals. As Rhoa drew closer to the first of the men, she gasped again. His irises were white.

      “Greetings. I am Captain Hadnoddon,” the dwarf announced. “As agreed long ago, we seek passage to lands beyond. With this service, your debt will be forgiven.”

      The nearest man approached Hadnoddon. He stood just over six feet tall and appeared brawny beneath his bulky garb. “Well met, Captain. I am Jeorgan-Ji, son of Chief Haldam-Ji of the Frostborn. Per an agreement signed by my grandfather’s grandfather, we have come on the day requested.” The man frowned. “Wonder fills my eyes at your arrival. To select this date one hundred years in advance is a true marvel and proves the legendary abilities of the seers.”

      “It seems they got something right,” Jace said. “Too bad they can’t tell us what happens next.”

      Hadnoddon frowned at the thief. “You should show the seers respect. The fate of the world rests upon their shoulders.”

      Jace snorted. “Funny. I thought the fate of the world was our problem.”

      “But you would not know what to do if not for the guidance of the sisters.”

      “I figured life out fine on my own up until now. I’m sure I would have been fine without you people kidnapping me and locking me in your temple for two weeks.”

      The dwarf shook his head and turned away. “Split up, Guardians. Six of you will head east, led by Nordawkon. Three others shall head north with me. The rest of you must return to Kelmar. Gather the gear and load up the sleighs.”

      “Sleighs?” Narine asked.

      “Yes.” Brogan pointed toward the odd wagons. “Those are sleighs. We Pallanese also use them in winter. In snow, they are far more effective than wagons.”

      The dwarfs began loading the sleighs with the gear they had carried from Kelmar. Even with the gear, the sleighs were large enough to hold four people. Rhoa wondered how much weight the big dogs could tow.

      When a hand gripped her shoulder, she turned toward Salvon, the sadness in his eyes instantly causing her worry.

      “It is time to say goodbye, Rhoa.”

      “You are leaving?”

      “While I would happily remain with you and am loathe to miss the chance to meet Cultivators, I have things to attend to in the north.”

      Salvon was the closest thing she had to family, especially since leaving the menagerie. The thought of him leaving tore at the recent mend to her heart, breaking off a cold and lonely piece. She struggled to hold the tears at bay, losing the fight, her chin trembling.

      “Will I see you again?”

      The old storyteller wiped a tear away with his thumb. “Gods willing. However, I will not make promises. Not when so many wheels spin and we have no idea how things will align when they stop.

      “Before you leave, I have something for you.”

      He slung his lute off his shoulder, flipped it over, and began feeling the bottom while Rhoa watched curiously. A click sounded, a section of the lute coming free to reveal a hidden compartment. Inside was a small black book. Salvon held it toward Rhoa.

      “I wish you to have this.”

      “What is it?” She accepted the small book and noticed ribbon tails marking a number of the pages.

      “In it, you will find sections from prophecies written many years ago.”

      “You stole it from the seers?” she whisper-shouted.

      A smile crossed his face. “You cannot steal the future, Rhoa, no more than you can steal the past. I have had this in my possession for many years, before you were even born. It is now yours. I believe you will find it insightful.

      “Now, I must go. Farewell, Rhoa.”

      Unable to say anything in response, she wrapped her arms about him, turning her head away as the tears flowed.

      He patted her back while hugging her and whispered, “You are stronger than you believe. Keep faith in yourself and remain steadfast to your friends. You do that, and things will turn out as they should.”

      Sniffling, she said, “You do not know that. Anything could happen.”

      “Ahh. Not anything. There are not so many branches from the path we have carved. If things go well, I will see you again. That is the best I can promise.”

      Even though his words held little meaning to her, she accepted them and stepped away to dry her eyes. She then realized her companions had witnessed the entire exchange. Her cheeks flushed as she backed away until striking something solid. Turning, she discovered it was Rawk’s arm.

      He leaned close. “I am with you Rhoa. Always.”

      His kind words made her smile. She wiped away the tears. “Thank you, Rawk.”

      Jace walked up to her and gave her a sidelong glance, a smirk on his lips. “You were a real pain in the backside when we first met, and I thought I would be happy to be rid of you. Turns out, I am happy I saved your life, even if it was more luck than skill.”

      Her brows arched. “I’m not sure what luck you refer to, but you risking yourself and arriving when you did saved me. In fact, I will admit, I was wrong about you. I had you pegged as an arrogant, selfish lowlife who was nothing but trouble. It turns out you have a loyal, heroic side to you that is almost endearing.”

      “Shh.” He glanced around. “Don’t say stuff like that. I don’t want anyone to believe they can take advantage of me.”

      Rhoa laughed. “Sorry, but you have been around us too long. We can see through your act and know you aren’t half the scoundrel you pretend to be.”

      “You take that back,” he said heatedly, unable to restrain a smile. “I’ll miss you, Rhoa.”

      She shook her head and hugged him. Over his shoulder, she caught Narine watching, the woman’s brow arched. Releasing Jace, she approached the princess and Adyn, who stood by her side.

      “I guess this is goodbye,” Rhoa said.

      “Yes.” Narine tilted her head. “What did Jace say to you?”

      “Oh, you know. Typical Jace stuff. Talking about himself and how I will miss his clever quips and roguish charm.”

      Adyn laughed. “That does sound like him.”

      Narine also chuckled and shook her head. “I would have never thought I would end up with someone like Jace.”

      Rhoa arched a brow. “End up?” Her eyes narrowed, leaning close and lowering her voice. “Do you love him?”

      Her jaw dropping open, Narine glanced at Adyn, then Jace, who talked to Rawk and Algoron. She smoothed her coat and cleared her throat. “Well, I…um… It just happened so fast.”

      With a burst, Rhoa embraced Narine. “I am so happy for you.”

      Narine hugged her back. “I will miss you.”

      Adyn wrapped her arms about both of them. “I will miss our little womanly conversations, Rhoa. Now I am the only one who can talk sense into her if Jace leads her astray.”

      “Now, wait a minute,” Narine said in a defensive tone.

      Rhoa laughed as she stepped back, the two women laughing with her. This was what she would miss the most. Laughter. With Rawk, Algoron, Brogan, and Blythe, the laughter would be far less common, the three most likely to cause it heading toward another destination.

      When she turned again, she caught Jace clasping forearms with Brogan, the bigger man with a hand on the thief’s shoulder. The two men parted, each heading toward a different cluster of sleighs. Suddenly, Rhoa stood alone. With a sigh, she followed Blythe, Brogan, Rawk, and Algoron.

      When she drew closer to the sleighs, she realized the dogs were even larger than she first thought. They appeared similar to rock wolves but with longer hair and were three times the size. Like her companions, she circled around the dogs, keeping her distance. As Rhoa approached the sleigh, she came upon a Frostborn checking the reins. The man stood a half-head taller than her, his hair and eyes white. He glanced at her, his pale irises staring right through her.

      “My name is Ghibli-Kai. I will be your driver.”

      “I am Rhoa.” She gestured toward the two dwarfs beside her. “This is Rawk and Algoron.”

      “Climb on. We are ready to depart. As soon as my brother blows the horn, we ride.”

      The man gestured toward the middle row of seats, wide enough for three. The rear seat was loaded with packs, and Rhoa assumed she was to place her own among them. The front seat was narrow, only able to fit the driver.

      After placing her pack along with the others, Rhoa climbed in. “Excuse me, but are those dogs?” She pointed toward the six towering hounds, each wearing a harness. “And are they safe?”

      “Those are ice wolves, cousins to the rock wolves in the north. They are harmless, unless you allow your fear to overwhelm you. They are attracted to fear, you see. It makes them hungry.”

      Hungry? Rhoa thought. “What do they eat?”

      The man climbed into the front seat, reins in hand as he spoke over his shoulder. “Pretty much anything. Plants. Rodents. Deer. Bears.” He shrugged. “Anything.”

      People?

      Rhoa glanced toward Rawk, his fingers gripping the seat, his knuckles white. “Ease your fears, Rawk. You heard him. We don’t need to find out if those big dogs eat dwarfs.”

      Rawk nodded but didn’t respond.

      From the edge of the clearing, a horn blew. The other three sleighs began to move, each towed by a team of gigantic wolves. Gaining momentum, the sleighs were soon obscured by trees, as were Narine, Adyn, Jace, and Salvon.

      Another horn blew. Ghibli-Kai snapped the reins, and the sleigh lurched forward. A series of lurches followed, the sleigh gaining momentum with each surge until they sped across the snow. A sleigh carrying Brogan, Blythe, and a dwarf rode ahead of them. Another sleigh occupied by three Guardians rode behind.

      Rhoa looked up into the clear blue sky, her gaze settling on the moon, partially covering the sun. The Darkening had extended this far south, and soon, the tide would reverse, the eclipses moving north as the seasons approached another Lunartide. With all the chaos and trouble in the world, she wondered if she would survive to see that day. Worse, she worried the entire world might end before then, consumed by the rise of the Dark Lord.

      What the future held, she had no idea, but it felt as if she and her companions headed toward something monumental.
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      The sun blazed down upon Ki-Atti’s prone, unprotected body. Delirious and wracked with fever, he felt overwhelmingly hot one moment, freezing and huddling into a ball the next. His leg ached, the pain waking him each time he drifted to sleep. He would die soon, either from the festering wound, the monsters that stalked the night, or from any number of other dangers in the jungle.

      He rolled over, his hand flopping into the water and stirring him from the depths of his delirium. Razoreth, a voice said in the back of his mind, warning him of the savage fish patrolling the river. With immense effort, he pulled his hand from the water and dropped it back onto the logs of his raft.

      The raft was small, nothing more than a dozen logs tied together with vines. It had taken him three days of hacking at the fallen trees with his scimitar and another full day to assemble it, but once finished, it had provided him a means of travel, much preferred to the excruciating, hobbling journey to the river.

      From time to time, Ki-Atti heard people talking. He cracked his eyes open in the hopes of rescue. Each and every time, he would discover himself alone and adrift on the murky river. At night, he’d sometimes hear the hooting of goblins or the stomping of trolls. None found him. The darkspawn despised water and would avoid him, unless he ran ashore.

      From somewhere, he again heard calls, voices jabbering something unintelligible. Exhausted and nearing death’s door, he didn’t even attempt to open his eyes. It is ironic to have survived the assault on my post, the only soldier who did, only to die of infection days later. How many days had passed? He was unsure. They had begun to blend together long ago.

      His raft struck something, jostling him and nearly sending him over the edge. Hands gripped his arms, his legs. He cried out in pain, his wounded leg feeling as if it were being torn off.

      Opening his eyes, he blinked and tried to focus through the blur. Someone stood over him. Two men, both dark-skinned Kyranni.

      “You think he is a deserter?” one man asked.

      “Could be. He is wearing Murguard leathers.”

      “I don’t want nothing to do with a deserter.”

      “Look at him. He is in bad shape. If we don’t bring him back, he won’t last long.”

      “Serves him right. They execute deserters, so he will die soon anyway.”

      “What if he ain’t a deserter? What if he’s just a soldier who needs help?”

      The other man scoffed. “Them Murguard have healers. If he was no deserter, he would have been healed and back on duty.”

      “Still, I say we take him to the garrison, turn him over to the authorities, and let them decide.”

      The other man sighed. “Just as well. The fish ain’t biting today anyhow.”

      Ki-Atti slipped into troubled sleep, haunted by wave after wave of monsters, blood, and death.
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        * * *

      

      “He wakes,” a female voice said. “Get Captain Khan.”

      Ki-Atti blinked at the blurriness, willing his eyes to focus, seeing he lay in a small room built of stone. An old, gray-haired Kyranni woman sat beside him. He lifted his head from the pillow and looked down at his body. His throat constricted when he saw his leg ending in a stump at mid-thigh, the end of which was wrapped in a bandage.

      “The infection was too great,” she said in a scratchy voice. “It would have killed you had we not removed it. I am sorry.”

      His head hit the pillow and he closed his eyes. I live, but must do so without my leg. Which was the preferable outcome? He couldn’t decide. Set your self-pity aside, soldier.

      “I must speak with someone. We are in grave danger,” he said, his voice no more than a whisper.

      The old woman furrowed her brow. “I don’t know about danger, but you had best have a good reason for abandoning your post, soldier.”

      “Where am I?”

      “The Murguard Training Garrison, north of Anker.”

      “Anker?”

      No wonder it took me so long to find the river. Wrong river. Weary and fevered, it had taken him over a week to reach the river. He knew it was too long but had attributed it to his leg being in a splint and hobbling with a crutch. When hiding from the darkspawn, I must have gotten turned around.

      Footsteps approached in the corridor. The door opened and a gruff, middle-aged man stepped in. He had dark eyes, a thick build, and the dark skin of a Kyranni. “I am Huon-Li Kahn, captain of this outpost. What’s your name, soldier?”

      “Ki-Atti Illuokon.”

      “It has been a while since we have caught a deserter.”

      Angry, Ki-Atti sat up. “I am no deserter!” The room spun in a wave of dizziness, stirring his stomach, making him groan.

      The woman put her hand on his shoulder and pushed him back down. “Easy, soldier. You have been ill for some time and need to recover.”

      “If you aren’t a deserter, why were you found on the river with an untreated wound?”

      “I was last stationed at Chasm Sixteen, a recent transfer. Days ago…” How many days have passed? He was unsure. “Weeks ago, we were hit with a massive assault, thousands of goblins attacking at once. Worse, there were four rock trolls among the horde.”

      “Four?” the captain scoffed.

      “Yes. Enough to destroy the wall. It was madness, with blood and death ruling the night. I was knocked unconscious, my leg trapped beneath a section of the wall. I woke to darkness but was forced to pretend I was dead while wave after wave of monsters climbed over the rubble and slipped into the jungle. The next day, when I was sure it was safe, I started to dig myself out. It took a full day before I could free myself.

      “Once finally freed, I found my leg badly damaged. I bandaged it the best I could and made a splint. Armed with a spear I used as a crutch, I limped around camp in search of survivors. I found none. With nobody to turn to for help, I loaded a pack with food and filled two waterskins before making for Chasm Seventeen. Wounded as I was, the short trip took a full day. When I arrived, I found everyone dead, the post destroyed. Faced with a difficult decision and my leg growing increasingly worse, I decided to head south for the river. There, I planned to build myself a raft and float downriver.

      “I traveled by day and huddled in fear at night, barely avoiding discovery by roaming darkspawn on several occasions. This went on for days, me surviving on water and jungle fruits after my supplies had been exhausted.” He shook his head. “Lost in a haze of pain and fever, I must have grown confused in my directions. I had planned to take the Nalta River to Prianza, but somehow wound up on the Anker River, which brought me here.”

      The captain stared at Ki-Atti for a time, measuring him with a heavy gaze. “You say Sixteen and Seventeen have fallen. What of the other posts?”

      “I… I do not know. I fear the breach at Sixteen was planned. From what I saw at Seventeen, the monsters attacked from the jungle, not the chasm.”

      The man jerked with a start. “You believe the monsters are intentionally attacking from the unprotected side of each post? We have never seen evidence of strategic planning from darkspawn.”

      “I know, sir. In my experience, they are mindless, save for the shaman. You kill them, and the others collapse. Even so, the shaman seem to do little other than point their host in a direction with the goal of capturing prisoners to be used as sacrifice to the Dark Lord.”

      “If the other posts have fallen, there is nothing keeping the darkspawn from wreaking havoc across the Eight Wizardoms.”

      Ki-Atti nodded. “May the gods have mercy on us.”
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        * * *

      

      The Fate of Wizardoms epic continues with Objects of Power, releasing in May 2020.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I hope you have enjoyed the story thus far. The Fate of Wizardoms will continue, and I would love for you to join me for the entire saga.

      

        

      
        Not only does this adventure continue in Wizardoms: Objects of Power releasing May 2020, there are other tales to tell, including three companion novellas featuring Jace, Narine, and Brogan, each set long before Lord Taladain’s death.

      

        

      
        I give those stories out for free to anyone who joins my author newsletter. In those emails, I share exclusive insights on my characters, my stories, and myself in addition to weekly giveaways and fantasy book promotions. If you are interested, proceed to www.JeffreyLKohanek.com.

      

        

      
        Best Wishes,

        Jeff

        www.jeffreylkohanek.com
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