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Chapter 1

Calwyn Weft stood on a cliff edge, a warm wind ruffling his dark hair. The secluded valley spread out before him—the rugged hills, dense woods, and deep river running like a sparkling blue ribbon down toward the rest of the Empire of Yaetis. He took a deep breath, relishing the pine forest scent. In the three months since he had come to the high hills and the hidden tower of the Library—the greatest magical center in the Empire—spring had given way to summer, with the first green shoots turning into the full bloom of life. It was magnificent to behold. Like Cal, the year was coming-of-age.

Cal closed his eyes and felt the wind brush his skin. A few months ago, the wind was only one more type of weather, like sunshine or rain. All he thought about was how it affected village life: driving windmills, scattering leaves across the fields, and helping folks to dry their laundry. Now, the wind was something else entirely. Having almost mastered its magic, he was aware of every nuance of movement. He noticed the way it pressed strongly in some places and weaker in others, how it split around him, how the rustling of branches below reflected its ebb and flow.

“Real world to Cal,” a voice said. “Are you still with us, or are you sleeping on your feet now?”

Cal opened his eyes and turned to see his best friend, Raya. Despite the weather of the past few weeks, her skin remained fair, only a few light freckles acknowledging the effects of bright sunshine. She tilted her head to one side and looked at him with sparkling green eyes.

“I swear, you’re getting weirder with every minute we stay around here.” Raya jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Their influence doesn’t help.”

Past her stood two more people. Azamar’s red robes and gray-flecked beard flapped wildly around him as the mage peered over the edge of the cliff. Martha wore her blonde hair pinned up, revealing pointed elven ears, but her embroidered robe also danced in the breeze. She glanced down at Azamar who—like her—was holding a leather and metal-bound tome, a mage’s codex, and said something Cal couldn’t quite hear.

Cal looked over the edge of the cliff. It was perhaps a hundred feet down to the ground, with a steep rubble-strewn slope that descended into the forest.

Past the sweep of the trees on a rock crag overlooking a band of the river, stood the massive, spiraling tower of the Library, a vast edifice of pale and ancient stone. Turrets and balconies jutted from its sides, with symbols marked between them that Cal was finally learning to decipher. The forest hid the courtyards and buildings around its base. Beyond, distant mountains rose at the far side of the valley, their snowcapped peaks a dazzling white in the early morning sun.

But the Library wasn’t the only thing visible above the trees. Plumes of smoke rose from another area of the forest, like gray fingers scratching at the sky. For a moment, Cal thought it might be an army encampment, but more likely, it was a large group of hunters or a village. He had been too busy learning magic to explore much around the tower, so he had little grasp of who or what else lay nearby.

He tipped his head to stare straight down over the edge of the cliff and immediately regretted it. The view was dizzying, and his stomach lurched at the thought of what would happen if he fell that far. As the wind died down, he turned to look at Martha and Azamar.

“Are you sure about this?” he asked.

His magical tutors looked back at him like he was an idiot, and Cal cringed.

“You’re the Spellweaver,” Azamar said. “The most powerful magic user in the world. The question is not whether a course of action is open to you, but how will you succeed in it?”

“I agree,” Martha said. “You may have started out under the tutelage of a master of fire, but you are a wind mage. You’ll need to take the leap eventually, and with all the progress you’ve made, you should be ready.”

“Really?” Cal looked over the cliff and swallowed, then looked back at her for further reassurance.

“Really. Now, get on with it. I don’t want to waste your talents standing around here talking about nothing.”

Still tense, Cal stepped back from the edge of the cliff. It was easier to think when a dreadful fall wasn’t right in front of him, only the sturdy shoes he’d inherited from his father preventing him from sliding over the edge and falling to a messy death.

Raya stepped back with him and ran a hand across her light brown hair, trying to catch and tuck back loose strands. She said nothing about the cliff, but Cal could see a similar tension in her. It was strange to see Raya scared, but far less surprising to know that she stood beside him despite her fear.

“What do you think?” he asked quietly.

She looked at him, and her expression creased into a smile.

“I believe in you,” she said. “And I’ve seen some of the crazy things you’ve been doing with your spells. If the magic man thinks you can do this, then you can.”

Cal smiled at her. Azamar and Martha might understand his magic better than Raya—who had no power of her own—but she knew Cal better than either of them did. Her belief meant the world to him.

“All right.” Cal took a deep breath and braced himself, then turned his attention back to the ground in front of him, not quite looking at the edge of the cliff, but at the space just before it. He advanced into that space, and then one step further, moving before his brain could tell his body to stop, until he stood at the cliff edge once more. He marveled with fear and wonder at the view.

Cal held out his hand and turned his mind inward, to the magic inside of him. He felt its flow, the knots and strands of power, how he could shape them—even the possibilities for things he couldn’t do yet. There was a tingle in his mind. The air in front of him shimmered, and his codex appeared. He’d become so expert that it appeared right in his hand, but still he flinched, remembering those early moments when the book fell out of nowhere to hit him on the head.

“I’m ready.”

He raised his foot and stepped off the ledge of the craggy precipice. Air rushed up to meet him, with the ground not far behind. He tumbled through empty space, codex gripped tight in his hand, terror and excitement making what lasted no longer than a heartbeat seem to stretch out into eternity. He saw the cliff pass by; the rocks below; a single goat looking up at him in confusion.

For a fragment of a moment, the rush and the terrible thought of what would happen if he failed threatened to overwhelm him. The moment vanished, snatched away by the wind as he grabbed hold of his magic. Through the spells in his codex, he called forth its power. Cal didn’t have to see those spells, nor read to understand them. He was connected to them through the codex, and they shaped his power. Cal could feel them in his mind and in his hand.

The air curled beneath him, a gust of wind rushing in to lift him up. Instead of plummeting toward the ground, the breeze swept him along past the base of the cliff. He held his arms out like the wings of a bird, though he knew it would make no difference to how he flew; it just felt right. He let out an exhilarated cry as he twisted, flipped over, and rushed back the way he came.

The air was uneven, buffeting him up and down, side to side. For a moment it parted, and he fell through, almost scraping the ground before he found a stream to lift him up again.

As he approached the area below where he stepped off the cliff, he fought to balance the currents. The air rippled under him, threatening to rush off in a hundred directions at once. But he was feeling more in control already, winds shifting according to his whim, the magic obeying his commands.

He settled, resting in one place on a pillar of wind, and looked up the cliff. At the top, his friends peered over, looking down at him. Cal grinned and took a bow.

“I’m glad to see that these new powers haven’t tempted you to become a showoff,” Azamar said, his voice heavy with sarcasm.

“Like you’re so humble about your abilities, magic man.” Raya snorted. “I saw you flinging fireballs around above the stables the other night, singing a song about what a brilliant mage you are.”

“The song wasn’t about me; it was about another mage from long ago.”

“A mage who just happens to wear red robes, have a long beard, and wield fire magic? Yeah, clearly it wasn’t anything to do with you.”

“Are you two quite done with you bickering?” Martha snapped. “We have serious business to attend to here.”

“You always think there’s serious business to attend to,” Azamar said.

“And I’m always right.” Martha silenced him with a stern glare, then turned her attention back to Cal. “Focus on moving up, but in a controlled fashion—none of that wild flying we’ve just seen.”

“That wild flying got me here,” Cal pointed out.

“And it will again, but the more control you have, the better you’ll be able to fly to the right place, at the right time, without crashing into everything along the way. Proper use of magic is about control, remember.”

Cal nodded. It was a lesson she stated over and over again, drumming it into him as they practiced, and he knew those repetitions represented more than just nagging. She was absolutely right. He needed to control his powers to get the best use out of them, and so fulfill his destiny as the Spellweaver, fight off the Spellbreaker, and protect the existence of magic in the world. If that meant taking his time while he took control of his channeling, that was fine.

He closed his eyes and focused on the currents, both of the air swirling around him and of the magic running through him. The currents touched and tangled as he used wind spells to direct his power. There was a sense of movement in his body, and when he opened his eyes again, the cliff face was drifting slowly past the front of his face.

“Faster,” Azamar called out.

“No,” Martha said. “Slow is good. Slow shows control.”

Cal did his best to ignore them and focus on his magic. He kept rising; the cliff-face sliding past until he reached its top. He hovered in front of his friends, supported solely by the empty air that solidified under his feet and formed invisible supports around him, anchoring him in place.

The wind kicked up, and the currents around Cal shifted. He sank to the left, caught himself, then almost fell to the right as the air rippled again.

“It’s hard to balance like this,” he said.

“You’re not going to fall, are you?” Raya asked, looking at him with concern.

“No, it’s not that unstable. Just hard to keep upright and still.”

Cal adjusted the air flow around him, using slight movements to balance the shifting currents of the wind. Given a little practice, he thought he could master this and levitate steadily in one spot. He just needed more time to work on it.

“Well done,” Martha said. “You’re almost turning into a competent wind mage.”

Cal smiled. Coming from the fearsome wind master, that was high praise. She must be really warming to him to let those words slip out. Even her face seemed less sternly fixed than it had before, holding something he might almost have taken for warmth.

Martha turned to Azamar and raised an eyebrow. He nodded, and she nodded back. The two of them turned to look at Cal.

“You’ve done well,” Azamar said. “Remarkable progress, more than I ever expected, even given the Spellweaver spirit reincarnated within you. But now it’s time for a substantial test of your capacity.”

“I concur,” Martha said. “We have spent long enough preparing you. Now we need to see if that preparation has paid off. A real rest.”

She ran her fingers across the cover of her codex. Next to her, Azamar held his own book close to his chest, while the fingers of his other hand curled in by his side.

“A real test?” Cal asked. “What does that mean? Will we go back and—”

His words were interrupted as Azamar raised his hand and flung a ball of fire.


Chapter 2

Cal ducked, and the flames shot past his head, but the movement destabilized him. He fell from his pillar of air and went spinning across the sky, desperately snatching at strands of wind as he tried to regain control.

Cal swung his hand around, bringing up a gust of wind to stabilize himself against. His world stopped spinning, and a few heartbeats later, so did his head. He looked back at the cliff top, ready to voice outrage at the attack, but saw Martha and Azamar holding out their codexes, clearly ready for action. It seemed the test had already started, and both of his tutors were about to put him through his paces.

“Run,” Martha called out. “Or better yet, fly.”

With a flick of his hand, Cal summoned a blast of wind. It was the first wind spell that he’d learned, and the one that came most instinctively. He had more power now than when he first learned it, and the spell propelled him at speed away from the cliff, his shadow sliding across the open ground that led down to the trees.

He thrust out an arm, using the gesture to control the wind. It wasn’t needed, he could have just used his mind, but the physicality of it helped him solidify the movement of magic in his head, to master new spells and situations faster. His balance was improving, his flight less erratic and more controlled. Still, there were wobbles as he rushed along.

He looked back. Martha rose into the air, carried on a wind of her own. She drifted upward, hovering for a moment above the cliff edge, then started to move, flying after Cal.

He grinned. At that pace, he believed he could evade her fairly easily. A short journey down the valley to prove his speed, then he could fly back to his friends, and the test would be complete.

But as he looked back, Martha suddenly crunched up her legs, folding them in as if crouching on some invisible surface. She thrust them out, and a massive boom erupted. Birds scattered from the treetops in fright; the sound shook the branches around them. Cal’s eyes widened as Martha soared toward him.

If he was going to pass whatever this test was, then he undoubtedly must stay ahead of her.

He summoned another gust of wind, calling upon the air currents running down off the mountains and the strong breezes rushing up the valley, using the winds’ nature provided to enhance the ones he could summon.

The burst of power accelerated him, flinging him forward faster at the price of stability. He swerved clumsily across the sky, arms flailing, just clinging to his codex as the clashing winds buffeted him.

Cal looked back and realized Martha had almost caught up to him. She reached out with her empty hand, palm open, fingers pressed flat together. She swung her arm, and there was a current in the air so sudden and sharp Cal could see the edges of its ripples. He rolled to the side, and the blade of air cut past him, too close for comfort.

This was it, then. The test was a fight, him against the master of wind magic, to see how strong he had become. This was the sort of test he could cope with. He rolled again, easily dodging another slash of the air blade, and grinned as he gathered his own magic. How should he strike back? A blast of wind magic to counter Martha’s, perhaps, or a fireball, so that she faced magic she wasn’t so familiar with. Perhaps he could summon a wind sword and fight her in close combat.

Martha’s hand slashed through the air once more. It was easy to avoid these strikes, almost too easy, given Martha’s skill and adaptability in using her magic. Had he really gotten this good, or was he missing something?

Something wasn’t right.

Cal still shot forward through the air, but he couldn’t feel some of the currents that were with him before. He soared higher, trying to work out what was happening, while Martha pursued him, swinging and hacking only a few paces behind.

One of the strands of wind gave way beneath her attack, and Cal finally realized what she was doing. She did not aim the attacks at him, that was just a feint. Instead, she was attacking the air currents he was using, the ones that held him aloft. One by one, they were falling away, leaving him with less speed, less power, and less control—a fact his forward momentum kept hidden.

He only had a moment to marvel at what a clever tactic it was. She made one final, dramatic slash of her arm, and the last current of air holding him up severed and fell away, like a tree that fell victim to a lumberjack’s axe. With nothing left to hold him up, Cal yelped in alarm as he went tumbling down through the air.

He plummeted toward the ground; the wind whipped past him, the air pressing against his face. The forest grew closer at terrifying speed, its pine tops like green spears rising to stab him.

Calling on the wind, he felt magic flowing through his body and managed to summon a fresh current from below, half a heartbeat before he would have hit the trees. His fall turned into a glide, and he swept over the top of the pine grove.

Martha rushed after him, her hand still slicing left and right, giving him no chance to recover as she kept up her offensive. Now that he knew what she was doing, Cal was more careful in how he dodged, making sure not to expose himself from every angle. She could chop away the wind to one side, but the other would keep him in the air long enough to call on his magic again.

The problem was that he was on the defensive, dodging her attacks rather than mounting his own. If he carried on like this, eventually he would tire out or make a mistake and she would win. He needed to do something else.

Cal flipped onto his back, so that he looked along the length of his body as he flew. Perhaps he could turn one of Martha’s own tricks against her. He studied her back-and-forth hand movements, working out where the next attack would come from.

The moment before she struck, he raised his hand, edge on, and formed a blade of wind of his own. It split her magic strike, and the wind she used billowed past on either side of him, the currents used to hold him aloft untouched. Behind him, her blonde hair whipping around her head, Martha smiled.

“Well done,” she called out, though the words were mostly lost to the wind.

Now that he was stable and not under attack, Cal had a chance to counter. Still on his back, he circled toward the cliff, contemplating his next move as he flew.

With a roar and a blast of heat that drenched Cal with sweat, an enormous fireball shot between him and Martha. They both pushed themselves back, out of the fireball’s path, and it hit the broken ground beneath them, burning grass and blackening stones.

Cal looked up to see Azamar perched on the cliff top, his hand outstretched and a mischievous grin on his face.

“You nearly burned me with him, you bush-bearded fool,” Martha hollered in annoyance.

Azamar stroked the thicket of his beard and watched as Cal and Martha flew past.

“I’m trying to test Cal too,” he called out. “It’s my job as well as yours.”

Cal glanced down at the blackened patch of earth Azamar’s spell made. A massive fireball once in a while wasn’t hard to avoid, especially with how nimble he had become in the air. He and Martha both easily avoided it. Perhaps Azamar couldn’t reach them with his fire magic from so far away? If that was the case, he wasn’t going to be much use against enemies they met with wind magic or who had another way to fly.

“Is that all you can do from there?” Cal called out to the fire master. As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he realized how rude they sounded, like an attack on Azamar’s capabilities.

If Azamar was offended, he didn’t show it. Instead, he turned to speak to Raya, but Cal couldn’t catch his words from so far away. Raya grinned and took a few steps back.

Azamar bent over, pushed back the folds of his robe, and clutched his codex between his knees. It was such an absurd sight that Cal almost burst out laughing. Azamar clenched his fists at his sides. Blasts of fire crowned his knuckles, white hot knives of flame pointing at the ground below. The surrounding air rippled in a heat haze as the flames lifted him a hand’s breadth above the earth.

“Wow,” Cal said. He’d never seen anything like it. It was a neat trick, if not one that would get Azamar into the fight, but Cal suspected there was more to come.

Sure enough, Azamar’s lips twitched, and more flames lit beneath his feet, blazing jet streams like the ones from his knuckles. Heat from the fire lifted him into the air, and he trembled as he rose an arm’s length, then two. The mage ramped up the intensity, turning the flames to white, then blue, before releasing a massive blast that charred the cliff side.

Its force launched Azamar straight toward Cal, with one fist extended in front of him, flames blazing out behind. Off to one side, Martha waved a dismissive hand.

“How brutish,” she said. “But I can’t let this be all about him.”

She swung a hand, renewing her assault on Cal. Suddenly he was on the defensive again, swerving left and right, up and down, back and forth, avoiding streams of fire from one side and gusts of wind from the other. Martha tried to cut him down with her wind slashes, while Azamar blew fiery jets with his breath that threatened to incinerate Cal’s hair and clothes.

Cal ducked under one attack, and the wind blew fire back at Azamar, who flung himself sideways to avoid being hit by his own spell. His codex stayed clenched tight between the fire mage’s knees as he swept down on a jet of flame, then up again.

That was satisfying, but it didn’t get Cal anywhere near out of trouble. He needed to go on the offensive, against one—or preferably both—of them.

As the Spellweaver, he was destined to master all sorts of magic, but for now, he only had the wind, so that was what he would work with. He used a wind blade to hack the air around Martha, like she did to him, but she used other blasts of air to form shields. She deflected his strikes and repaired any damage within three breaths of him doing it. As frantically as he attacked, she retained her poise and control. Meanwhile, balls of flames hurtled past Cal, some far too close for comfort.

At last, in frustration, he flung his power into a single, barely controlled attack. A massive gust of wind caught Martha and flung her back. It wouldn’t keep her off for long, but it gave Cal time to deal with his other threat. He turned and hurtled toward Azamar, dodging jets of flame and deflecting fireballs as he approached.

Just flinging Azamar around with the wind wouldn’t be enough. Cal needed some way to knock him out of the fight.

Azamar flew stiffly. At first, Cal assumed it related to the jets of flame, but soon realized it was something else. Azamar needed to stay in contact with his codex to cast magic, and he did that by keeping the book clamped between his knees, to keep his hands free for the fight. He had to maintain his tensed and awkward posture to keep flying and fighting. Was there something in this Cal could use? Perhaps he could even swipe his codex—if he could just get close enough.

A ripple of wind across his back warned Cal that Martha was coming for him again. He spun sideways, and an air blast hurtled through where he had been, while a fireball blew off to one side. More attacks came, and he slid between them, circling ever closer to Azamar.

A fireball flared past Cal’s head, the flames heating his cheek as he swooped in, only an arm’s length from Azamar. As he turned down, he sent a precise, controlled gust ahead of him, targeting Azamar’s ankle. The focused blast of air hit the old mage’s ankle like a stick, and Azamar’s legs parted. His knees came apart, and his codex dropped out from between them.

The codex fell, but Cal was ahead of it, moving faster than the book could fall. He stretched out, caught Azamar’s codex on top of his own, and pulled both books in close to his chest.

The jets of fire holding Azamar aloft went from blue to white to orange to a dull red in a matter of moments, then flickered out. Azamar cried out as the last vestiges of his spell vanished and he began falling.

Martha swept in. Her robes, blown open by the wind, flapped around her as she scythed her arm to left and right, once again trying to cut away Cal’s supports. She suddenly changed tactics, directing the wind with her fist, causing a block of air to hit him in the chest and send him tumbling end over end through the sky.

Cal caught himself and looked down, noticing Azamar plummeting toward the ground. He couldn’t just let Azamar fall to his death. Instead of counterattacking, he broke away from Martha’s assault and dived down.

Air roared in his ears as Cal flew faster and faster, trying to reach his mentor before death did. Azamar tumbled toward the river, and for a moment Cal thought he might be all right until he saw how the waters churned, frothing white around jagged stones. Whether he hit the river or the meadow next to it, Azamar was in terrible trouble, and it was Cal’s doing.

He clutched their codexes tight. He felt as though Azamar’s book was burning against his chest, reminding him of what he had done. Faster and faster he flew, putting everything into the dive, though he didn’t know if he could stop in time to avoid hitting the ground himself.

A tree’s height from the ground, he grabbed Azamar, wrapping his free arm around the mage. With a frantic burst of wind, he turned his flight from vertical to horizontal, skimming along so close to the river that spray from the water drenched them both.

Cal turned and soared toward the cliff. As he flew, he dropped off the currents of wind one at a time, slowing to a stop on the broken ground below the towering rock face. He lowered them to the ground and let go of Azamar.

“You think you won, don’t you?” Azamar, standing so close their chests almost pressed together, grinned at Cal.

“I took your codex. You’re powerless now. Wins don’t get much bigger.”

“You took my codex? Interesting. So, it won’t matter if I do this.”

Azamar pressed a hand against Cal’s head. It was a strange gesture. In other circumstances, the mage could have summoned fire to obliterate his apprentice, but right now, it meant nothing.

Then Azamar glanced down, and so did Cal. The younger mage was still holding both codexes, but Azamar’s other hand was between them, one finger on the book that held his power.

“Time for you to yield,” Azamar said with a triumphant look, “unless you would prefer to be obliterated by a mystical inferno.”

“That’s not fair,” Cal said. “You cheated. If I hadn’t flown in to save you, then I would have won, but you would have been dead.”

Martha landed next to the pair amidst a gust of wind, her robes billowing around her.

“That was the point of the lesson,” she said. “Fulfilling the Spellweaver’s destiny will demand sacrifices, both of you and of the people around you. You must be prepared to make those sacrifices. Today, you were not prepared, and so you lost.”

“Today was just training,” Cal said. “It’s not worth killing someone for that.” He winked at Azamar. “Not even someone so annoying.”

“Ha!” Azamar laughed. “You’ve been spending too much time around Raya, if you’ve forgotten how to respect your elders and betters.”

“This is beside the point,” Martha said sternly. “The Spellbreaker will use whatever means necessary to win their eternal war against the Spellweaver. You can’t give in just because your friend might die. You must prepare to make these sacrifices.”

Cal frowned, thinking that one through. It sounded so sensible, a sad necessity, but it didn’t sit right with him. At last, he shook his head.

“I don’t agree,” he said. “I want to defeat the Spellbreaker as much as anyone, more maybe: after all, I die if he wins. But I’m going to beat him without trading someone’s life for his.”

Martha shook her head, but Azamar went further, visibly wincing. At first, Cal thought it was an exaggerated reaction to his words, but as the older mage curled in on himself, one hand clutched to his head, Cal realized it was something more.

“Are you all right?” he asked. It felt like a stupid question when the answer was so obviously no, but it was a way of showing that he cared.

“It will pass,” Azamar hissed. He straightened, still holding his head, face crumpled as he fought off the pain. “It’s a lingering effect of the Spellbreaker ripping out some of my spells. The effect was deleterious upon my soul.”

“That is not going to simply pass,” Martha said. “What have you done to heal it?”

“What can I do? I—”

The ground trembled. Azamar and Cal stumbled. Small pebbles shook loose from the cliff face and bounced down the rock. Martha, retaining her poise, flung up a hand and deflected the closest stones, using the power of the wind.

“What was that?” Cal asked. “It felt like an earthquake.”

Martha and Azamar stood stiffly, staring down the valley in the direction of the Library with grim expressions. Azamar snatched his codex from Cal’s hands.

In front of the tower, something moved. A massive pillar of earth rose from the ground, shaking away loose dirt and entire trees as it ascended to the height of the Library itself. A brilliant red crystal gleamed at the top; its edges turned to catch the sun’s rays. Bright red light streamed forth, a shining beacon pointed across the forest, one of its beams aimed right at them.

Cal’s mouth hung open. It was an amazing sight, this earth pillar, this tribute to the power of magic. But it was frightening too, the red reminding him of blood and of fire. His heart raced, though he barely knew why.

“What is that?” he asked in an awed tone.

“That is Oswerg’s magic,” Azamar said. “It’s how the Library signals the alarm.”

“Alarm? Like a fire or an accident in the tower?”

“More than that. We are under attack.”

Cal clutched his codex tight. He knew there would be more battles to come, but he thought he would have time to prepare. It seemed his time was up. The fight for the fate of the world was about to begin again.

“Hey, you guys!” Raya called down from the clifftop. “If you’re done playing around, can someone come get me? Not all of us can fly, you know.”


Chapter 3

Cal strode through the valley along the riverside trail. Martha walked purposefully on one side of him, Raya on the other, while Azamar scurried along behind. The older mage was wheezing and red-faced trying to keep up with the youngsters and the elf, but he never complained or asked them to slow down. Everyone was equally determined to reach the Library and face whatever threat awaited them.

As they walked, Cal gripped his codex tight and ran through a mental list of his best offensive spells. Wind blast was good for flinging opponents around and deflecting attacks. He could use wind shape to equip himself with a sword or whatever other weapon he needed. It was good for defense sometimes, too—he could form a hardened shield or armor out of the seemingly soft stuff of air and magic. After that day’s practice, he could even fly, if not always as accurately or reliably as he would have liked. Still, it should help him outmaneuver his opponents, unless they could fly as well.

He rolled his head to one side and then the other, loosening the muscles in his neck. He wouldn’t need much warming up after what he’d just been through. A bigger risk than a strain was exhaustion, but he was willing to take his chances on that.

Around him, his companions prepared to fight. Raya’s hands rested on the hilts of her two swords, Stabby and Slasher, ready to draw them at a moment’s notice. Martha’s fingers danced through the air, weaving the wind into magical armor. Azamar flicked through his codex as he walked, looking again at the damaged pages, reminding himself of which fire spells he still had.

They reached the long shadow of the Library’s main tower, set on a crag on the far side of the river.

Cal turned aside to head for the crossing downriver, but Martha waved him on, toward the water’s edge. As they approached the raging torrent, its body swollen with melted water runoff from the mountains, she waved a hand. A wind whipped up and grabbed a wooden footbridge resting on a pivot at the base of the tower, drawn in to stop anyone from approaching on this side without the Library’s permission. Snatched by her gust of wind, the bridge swung out and across the river, its end coming to rest right in front of Martha. She strode onto it and the others followed, feet clattering on wooden boards as they crossed the narrow walkway.

They emerged at the far end of the bridge, onto a thin span of bare rock at the Library’s base. Martha gave another wave, and a slender, straight-edged crack appeared in the stonework. A hidden door swung open.

“I didn’t know there was a back entry,” Cal said as he followed her into the cool corridors of the tower.

“Never build a trap that you can’t get out of,” Azamar said. “That’s a proverb from somewhere, I think.”

“Not much of a trap if you can get out,” Raya said.

“And it’s not about being trapped,” Martha said. “It’s about retaining control of your environment. Having the ground in your favor is half the battle.”

A succession of corridors and staircases carried them up through the tower and then out, onto the battlements of the walls that surrounded the building at its base. Below them were stables, courtyards, kitchens, and all the other mundane places needed to support the Library’s extraordinary activities.

At the far side of the walls sat the main entrance, contained in a reinforced gatehouse with pillars at its sides. The sun blazed down as they strode upstairs onto the gatehouse roof. There stood an ogre with green-gray skin and tusks protruding at the corners of his mouth. He wore the smartest set of mage’s robes Cal had seen since coming to the Library, and therefore probably the smartest set in the whole world. His codex hung on a chain around his neck, and he held a stone club, its colossal head resting on the ground by his sandaled feet. His gaze remained fixed on something beyond the walls, but he nodded as the new arrivals approached.

“Trouble’s here,” he growled.

“And good morning to you too, Oswerg,” Raya said. “It’s lovely to see you. How are you doing? Busy day? Been up to anything fun?”

“This is not the time for your humor,” Oswerg said, though a slight twitch around his tusks said he didn’t entirely believe it. “Look.”

He raised his club as easily as most people would lift a feather and pointed down the road.

An army emerged from the forest, thousands of warriors marching in neatly arranged columns. Ogres and humans dominated the pike blocks, while the shield wall troops had a higher proportion of dwarfs with battle axes resting on their shoulders. Cavalry was a mix of elves and humans on sturdy horses, both mounts and riders armored with pennants fluttering from their lances.

At least half the skirmishers who roamed in loose scouting formations around the flanks of the warriors were elves. Their movements were swift and graceful as they spread out across the open ground beyond the Library’s walls, bows at the ready, peering all around.

The steady thud of marching boots accompanied the creak and squeal of over-strained axles, thanks to the supply wagons and siege train bringing up the rear.

“Soldiers of the Empire of Yaetis,” Oswerg said, his voice a low rumble. “Why is our own nation marching against us?”

“How can you tell where they’re from?” Cal asked. He had barely seen soldiers before, never mind an entire army, and the troops were so varied beneath their uniforms, he could never have guessed where they originated.

“Two things.” Oswerg held up his fingers. “First, lots of purple, which is the imperial color. See?”

He pointed, and Cal realized it was true. Though different units wore tabards with varying symbols, they all incorporated purple into their designs.

“Do you need a second thing to identify them?” Cal asked. “I mean, that seems decisive.”

“If a general’s looking to pull a trick, sometimes they’ll switch up their colors, dress in someone else’s uniform. But the armor and weapons underneath, they’re far more expensive, far more difficult to replace. To those of us who’ve seen war, their equipment gives them away. Those troops, they’ve got a lot of segmented armor, big shoulders, straight blades. That’s Empire of Yaetis gear.”

Cal looked at Oswerg. The ogre sounded weary, worn down by an inner burden.

“You’ve fought in wars?” Cal asked.

“Too many of them.” Oswerg’s fingers tightened around the handle of his club. “I put that life behind me when I found my codex.”

“That’s not just a Yaetis army.” Azamar held a hand above his eyes, but still squinted as he stared at the army marching toward them. “Look at those banners: the threefold crown in gold on a purple field. Those are banners of the royal house of Yaetis.”

Sure enough, long banners on longer poles were scattered through the army, their cloth blowing in the wind. Cal could see the symbol Azamar mentioned: three crowns of different sizes, each within and above the one below, like layers of a spiked golden cake.

“Great.” Oswerg twisted his club, and the head ground against the stones of the gatehouse. “That means they’ve brought their best. This is going to be a tough fight.”

“It need not be a fight,” Martha said. “The royal family only visits the Library when they need something. Let’s wait and find out what it is.”

“No one marches an army across the country just to talk,” Oswerg said.

“Perhaps, but there are more uses for an army than fighting. There is, for example, intimidation.”

Oswerg pressed his lips together and stared out across the sea of soldiers. At last, he nodded.

“All right,” he said. “Maybe this isn’t as bad as it looks. Maybe.”

“But if they haven’t come to fight, what could they possibly want?” Cal asked. He didn’t know much about armies, only what he’d heard in stories growing up, and that meant he only knew the dramatic bits: the battles, the sieges, the grand wars for the control of nations.

“I don’t know yet,” Azamar said. “But I intend to find out. Let’s go out to meet their leader.”

“Us?” Cal looked around, wide-eyed. “Are we the right people to meet a king?”

“I’ve been leading the Mage Council since we beat Nostanus. Who better than me and my advisers to meet with royalty?”

A shiver ran down Cal’s spine at the mention of Nostanus. The previous head of the council had been a vessel of the Spellbreaker—one of many. Nostanus corrupted the Library from the inside and almost killed Cal in his mission to consume the world’s magic. Though the fearsome mage might be gone, the thought of him—of his black armor and the shroud of dark magic around him—was a chilling one. His specter stretched like a shadow across everything they did.

“Oh, we’re your advisers now, are we?” Martha asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Do you want to be part of this or not?” Azamar asked. “Royalty will have certain expectations, and we have to live up to them.”

“Of course we do, your glorious lordship.” Raya swept her arm around and dipped into a comically exaggerated bow, bending so low her nose almost touched the ground. “We humble advisers are honored to serve you in whatever way we can.”

“Don’t make me regret this,” Azamar said as he hurried down the stairs.

Cal rushed after him, and the others trailed along behind.

“Remember, Cal, you must keep up the pretense of being a normal wind mage,” Azamar said. “We don’t know who the Spellbreaker has compromised, and we don’t want to tell one of his agents that you are the Spellweaver.”

“You think that the Spellbreaker might have infiltrated the royal family?” Cal asked, shocked.

“I am not taking any risks.”

With a clatter of chains and rumble of counterweights inside the walls, the great gates of the Library opened. Cal and Azamar stepped out, followed by Raya, Martha, and Oswerg. Behind them, the gates slammed shut, locks and bolts thudding into place. From the walls above, mages nervously watched the approaching army.

The leading soldiers, a loose skirmish line of archers, were close enough now that Cal could look them in the eyes. Some of them stopped and knelt, bows at the ready, while others fanned out to the right and left, moving to scout the perimeter of the Library’s defenses. The main column kept coming until the leading units were level with the skirmishers. Cal braced himself, ready to summon his codex and fight for his life if they attacked.

A trumpet sang out, and others imitated its abrupt blast. With one final thump of stamping feet, the army came to a halt.

After a moment, there was a clatter of hooves. The central column parted, and a dozen riders emerged. Most of them were fearsome figures dressed from head-to-toe in steel, but one wore a dress, simple and elegant, with jewelry catching the sunlight at her wrists and throat. She held up her hand, and one knight leaned in to speak to her. She shook her head, and with visible reluctance, her bodyguards reined in their horses. Only two of them followed the woman as she rode out from the army, stopped halfway to Cal and his companions, and descended from her horse.

Flanked by her two guards, the woman walked toward them. She held herself with poise and elegance, the absolute confidence of someone used to being in control. Her guards raised the visors of their helmets, revealing two men—one elf and one human—who glared suspiciously at Cal and his group.

A few steps from Cal, the woman stopped. The man stepped out to her right, while the elf stood behind her, hand on the hilt of his sword.

“In the name of the eternal Empire of Yaetis,” the man proclaimed, “I present—”

“That’s alright, Jagar,” the woman said, holding up a hand. “I can introduce myself for once. After all, I’m here to talk with the mages, not command them.”

The knight scowled but fell silent and took a step back.

“Good day to you all,” the woman said, taking another step forward. “I am Princess Olivia, daughter to King Undreth.”

Cal’s eyes went wide, and butterflies fluttered in his stomach. He had never been in the presence of royalty before. He bowed deeply, as did Raya. Azamar also bowed, but with a flourish of his hand that matched the sarcasm of his expression. Martha and Oswerg didn’t bow but stood as tense and vigilant as Olivia’s guards.

“You honor us, Your Majesty,” Azamar declared. “At least, I think that’s what I’m supposed to say, isn’t it?”

The human guard glared and bared his teeth, but he didn’t make a sound.

“That is quite sufficient, thank you,” Olivia said. “And might I ask who I have the honor of addressing?”

“I am the fire mage Azamar, current chair of the Mages’ Council. These are my colleagues, Martha and Oswerg, masters in the arts of wind and earth. Finally, Martha’s apprentice, Calwyn Weft, and one of our servants, Raya.”

Raya shot Azamar a brief glare at the use of the word “servant.” Cal suspected she would get revenge for that one later.

“You trust servants with a moment like this?” Olivia asked.

“You trust these guards, don’t you? And what are they, if not armored servants?”

There was a hissing sound as the human warrior slowly drew his sword just an inch from the scabbard.

“Tell me, Your Majesty,” Azamar continued, ignoring the warrior, “what brings you to our door?”

Princess Olivia glanced back at her army, then took a few steps forward and leaned in close. A pair of swords appeared in the elf guard’s hands so fast Cal never even saw them move.

“It’s best if we talk inside,” Olivia said, dropping her voice to a whisper. “Away from eavesdroppers.”

Azamar’s gaze flitted briefly to the army, then back to her, and he raised an eyebrow. The princess gave the smallest of nods.

“Of course,” Azamar said loudly. “You’ve had a long journey; you should enjoy our hospitality. Please, put your men at ease while you join us for refreshments.”

He turned, and the gates opened. Flanked by her two guards the princess accompanied him into the Library grounds, while the rest of Cal’s group followed.


Chapter 4

Azamar guided them across the yards beneath the tower, heading for the entrance that led to the council chamber. Neither he nor the princess said anything as they walked, but she still dominated the space.

Her long, dark, wavy hair was held back beneath a net of silver thread and gems, and the elegant simplicity of her silk dress made her seem like a storybook character. But it was the way she carried herself that really made her stand out: the pride with which she held herself, straight-backed but not stiff; the grace of her movements; the way she looked at people and buildings they passed, with a welcoming smile for all.

Yet beneath that calm and confident veil, something was amiss. Her gaze shifted restlessly, and—though she covered it well—she flinched when a mage stepped out to her right. She was on alert for trouble, as if she suspected someone was after her.

They entered the tower and walked down a hallway to an enormous pair of carved doors set in an intricate frame. The doors swung open, and they stepped into the majestic space of the council chamber.

Tiers of seats rose all around them, in sloped banks that reached to the walls, their backs carved with scenes from history, legend, and nature. The floor was a flowing mosaic invoking the power of the elements; the ceiling a painted dome showing the conflicts of ancient powers, back when the world was young. Even after all these months, Cal still found this room breathtaking.

If Princess Olivia was affected by the grandeur, she didn’t show it. Instead, she turned her attention to her guards.

“You two can wait outside,” she said.

“Your Highness, we can’t possibly leave you with these strangers,” the human replied. The elf nodded his agreement.

“You can and you will. These are the most powerful mages in the Empire, if they choose to do me harm, then I am doomed with or without you.”

“I hardly think—”

“I have made my will clear.”

The human guard gritted his teeth and exchanged a look with his companion. Reluctantly, they walked out, and the doors slammed shut behind them.

“Thank you for agreeing to talk with me,” Olivia said, heading for the rows of chairs lining the perimeter of the room. “I would not have come if not for—”

“Stop,” Azamar said.

Olivia paused, her hand resting on the back of one of the seats. “Master Mage, you do understand that I am royalty, don’t you?”

“And you must understand that you are in the Library. We have our own rules, just as a monarchy does, and one of them is that only Library council members are permitted to sit in this chamber.”

Olivia stiffened, then unpeeled her fingers from the back of the chair.

“I see.”

Cal watched her uncertainly. Picking a fight with royalty didn’t seem like the best idea Azamar ever had, but then, Olivia didn’t seem inclined to fight back. Martha, Oswerg, and Azamar all took their seats, and Cal did the same, glancing nervously back and forth between these two founts of power: the throne and the council.

“Don’t worry, Your Highness, you get used to it,” Raya said, leaning against the wall. “Though if you’re going to stay, you might want to get some comfy shoes. They really help while standing through tedious meetings.”

“My stay should not be that long. I have come to ask for guidance, and perhaps assistance, and then I will be gone. I cannot linger in an isolated tower while there is a nation to govern.”

If there was criticism in that talk of isolation, she phrased it carefully, and the mages didn’t rise to the bait.

“If you need our help, ask away, Your Highness,” Azamar said.

Olivia took a deep breath.

“For the last few months, a sickness has been creeping through the palace,” she said. “An unnatural sickness, which is now becoming uncontrollable.”

“What effect does this sickness have?” Azamar asked.

“It is a sort of darkness that infects the body, causing flesh to become swollen and inflamed. It brings pain and weakness. Wounds will not heal, and other ailments become more severe. The slightest of colds can kill someone who already has this infection.”

“This darkness, could it almost be black?”

“Sometimes, yes.”

Azamar looked at Raya, and Cal could guess what he was thinking. After being injured by the Spellbreaker’s magic, she had suffered a similar infection in her wound, one they had struggled to cure. This sounded similar, but even more dangerous. Raya’s infection had affected no one else, whereas this was spreading and hurting people even if they weren’t yet wounded.

“Eventually, the disease causes madness,” Olivia continued. “Several servants and guards who have suffered from it report seeing visions.”

“Visions of what?” Azamar leaned forward in his seat; fingers knotted in his lap.

“Visions of a man in black, telling them to do monstrous things. To kill, to maim, to burn down the palace or the city.”

“I can see why you came to us for assistance.”

“There is more. Monsters are roaming the palace at night, though no one knows where they come from. Black beasts that cause terror and mayhem.”

“You’re sure that these aren’t more hallucinations?”

“I’m all too sure. These beasts have left their mark.”

The grim way she spoke those words sent a shiver through Cal. If monsters had made their presence felt, they had surely done so in blood and death. He locked eyes with Azamar, and an understanding flowed between them. This sounded like the Spellbreaker’s influence.

Azamar’s eyes widened slightly, and he turned his attention back to the princess.

“How long this has been going on?” he asked.

Olivia hesitated. She stared up at the elaborately painted ceiling, lost in thought, while she tapped her fingers against each other, doing silent calculations.

“There has always been a lingering sickness in the palace,” she said, slowly and thoughtfully. “The finest healers in the land attributed it to simple mold in an aging building, and we have always accepted that. At first, we mistook this new sickness for the continuation of that sickness, and perhaps that’s what it is… something ancient becoming more virulent and menacing.”

“Do you know when it got worse?”

Olivia tapped her fingers together once more, then nodded.

“We first noticed eighty-seven days ago. I can explain my counting if you want.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Azamar said. “Knowing when is enough.”

Cal wondered why it mattered when the disease got worse. After all, it would need the same treatment either way, whatever that was. But then he cast his mind back three months and realized what else happened at the Library eighty-seven days ago. That was when they defeated Nostanus and drove the Spellbreaker’s influence out of the Library. It was when the mages retook control of their destiny.

Those two events, both connected to the Spellbreaker’s dark magic… it couldn’t be coincidence they happened so close together.

He glanced at Azamar, who nodded back at him. The master mage had made the connection, and he wanted to be sure the rest of them understood what was at stake.

Azamar turned back to the princess.

“We have a suspicion as to the cause of this sickness,” he said. “Though of course, we cannot be certain until we gather more evidence.”

“Please.” Princess Olivia clutched her hands together and looked up at Azamar with a pleading expression. “Please, if there’s anything you can do, then do it. Not for my sake, but for the sake of my family.”

“Your family?” Cal leaned forward. He knew what it meant to lose family, to be left alone in the world. He wouldn’t want to see anyone else suffer such loss.

“My younger brother has already succumbed to the madness,” Olivia said. “He tried to assassinate our father in his sleep. He escaped, and who knows what else he might try to do, if we can’t find him and cure him.”

Cal nodded sadly. It must have been awful for Olivia to come so close to losing her father, as Cal had done. It would be even worse for her brother if, while under the control of magic, he killed one of his own parents and had to face himself in the aftermath.

“But it’s not just about them,” Olivia said, her voice quivering. “I’m starting to feel the effects of the curse myself.”

“What do you mean, feel its effects?” Azamar asked.

“I feel it in my mind, like a dark presence pressing in on me. In the corners of my vision, there are murky figures whom I can’t make out, strange beings reaching for me. I don’t see the effects on my flesh yet, but I know it is only a matter of time. What took my brother, what killed so many people in the palace, it’s coming for me, too. Please, save me. Save us. Save this nation.”

Azamar sat back in his chair. He looked at the princess, assessing, evaluating, weighing her words and her demeanor.

“The Council will need to discuss what you have told us. You may wait outside the chamber while we decide how to respond.”

Princess Olivia was clearly taken aback that anyone would ask her to leave, but her composure faltered for less time than it took to draw a breath.

“Whatever you wish.” She turned on her heel and stalked over to the doors. They swung open ahead of her and closed again once she was gone.

“Did you just dismiss the heir to the throne?” Martha asked, raising an eyebrow.

“An heir to the throne,” Azamar replied. “And the throne may not be worth much given what we’ve heard here.”

Cal expected him to ring a bell or call for a servant, to gather other mages. But apparently, the five of them were the only council Azamar wanted to talk with. The senior mage looked around at his companions with a questioning expression.

“Well?” he asked. “What do you make of this?”

“We’re responsible,” Cal said. “The sudden increase in the sickness’s severity happened at the same time we defeated Nostanus. That can’t be a coincidence.”

“I agree,” Azamar said. “On the coincidence, at least.”

He looked at Oswerg, who nodded.

“The fact is, this darkness shrouding the royal family is not a new thing,” Azamar continued. “As Her Highness explained, there has always been something dark at the heart of Yaetis. The palace in the capital is under a malevolent influence that was there long before our fight.

“The Mages’ Council has known as much ever since the Empire of Yaetis began its conquests. That power is part of how the Empire expanded so quickly, tapping into the dark magic of the Spellbreaker, whether or not those involved knew what they were doing.”

Cal stared at Azamar in shock. He could just about wrap his head around the idea that the Spellbreaker had infiltrated the palace and was causing havoc there. But the revelation that this darkest of powers lay at the heart of the Empire, and was responsible for its successes, that the royal family had been connected to it since their founding… that was impossible to comprehend.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” he said.

“On the contrary,” Azamar said. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. The founder of the Empire, Yaetis the Conqueror himself, would lay waste to entire armies using mysterious powers. What were those, if not magic? And who provides such dark, destructive magic except the Spellbreaker?”

“Our records confirm it,” Martha said. “The Library holds registers of events from throughout our history, including the founding of Yaetis. Those accounts indicate the Mages’ Council back then warned Yaetis the Conqueror not to pursue this power, but he didn’t listen. He was willing to accept the curse that came with it, to build his empire.

“This has been the pattern with the royal family for as long as they’ve existed. They come to us, hoping to access our knowledge and our magic. Mages assess the situation, and the Library makes a recommendation, which is flat-out ignored by the Empire, until it proves too late. This princess coming to us now, she won’t be any different from the rest. When we don’t tell her what she wants to hear, she will stop listening.”

“You don’t know that,” Raya snapped. Cal was surprised to hear his friend stand up so firmly for the princess they’d only just met. “Sure, she’s not a mage like you lot, but that doesn’t mean she’s an idiot.”

“Nobody said she was, but the royal palace is corrupt, and so is the entire bloodline after Yaetis,” Martha said. “That family is cursed. That place is cursed. If the defeat of Nostanus has triggered the curse, all it has done is accelerate an existing problem, not create something new.”

Cal considered all they’d said. He wanted to help Olivia and her family, but there was more at stake here than them. The fate of the world hung on the battle between the Spellweaver and the Spellbreaker. Winning that mattered more than anything else.

“It’s starting to sound like we shouldn’t go anywhere near this palace,” Cal said. “At least, not until my Spellweaver powers are fully developed and I’m ready to take on the Spellbreaker.”

“I agree,” Raya said. “It would be stupid to put Cal in danger for the sake of a family that chose this path for themselves. It’s not like they’re innocent victims here. Although, I do think we should at least give the princess the chance to listen…”

All eyes turned to Azamar, who sat in the designated chair for the head of the council. He steepled his fingers in front of him, gazing across the room.

“I understand your concerns,” he said at last. “But these events at the palace, they are a dangerous sign, one we can’t leave unchecked. Yes, we’ve known about the corruption for a long time, and accepted it as a lesser danger, one we could ignore. It was baked into the Empire and taking on that Empire wasn’t in the interests of the Library. But things have changed. Before, the darkness was stagnant, receding even, as each generation of the royal line drew on its power less. Now, though, it’s growing again. It will eventually consume the entire capital and beyond. Along the way, it will empower the Spellbreaker, giving him more minions and more magic. Ignoring this problem will cost lives. We must act on it.”

“Fighting this will cost lives too,” Oswerg said. “There is no battle without pain and tears on both sides. We need to consider whether we might do more damage than good by intervening.”

“I understand that risk. It is worth taking,” Azamar stated.

“How can you be sure?” Oswerg asked.

“Because there is another factor, as you well know.”

Oswerg’s brow crumpled, and he shook his head, but he didn’t protest again. Cal, confused, looked back and forth between the two mages, waiting for an explanation.

“What factor?” he asked, realizing they wouldn’t answer on their own.

“The palace,” Azamar said. “It’s a magical site. One of the Spellweaver’s most powerful, actually.”

“A magical site like the ones where I got my spells?”

“Exactly.”

“And what’s at this one?”

“We don’t know precisely, as no one has drawn on it in a very long time. A spell of some sort is contained there, hidden in the catacombs beneath the palace. We only know about it from legends, and don’t know what it will do. What we do know is the Spellweaver must retrieve it to assume his full power.”

“Then I have to go there,” Cal said. “It’s part of my destiny.”

“It is too risky,” Martha snapped. “Once we get close to the palace and its dark influence, any one of us could succumb to the Spellbreaker’s corruption. Do you want to have your codexes stripped and become hollowmages? Do you want to suffer what Azamar did, but a thousand times worse?”

Behind his beard, Azamar paled at the reminder of what was done to his codex.

“Perhaps you’re right,” he said. “For now, at least, while the Spellbreaker is strong there and we are only just gathering our forces. There is a risk, and it might be too much.”

“No!”

Cal leaped to his feet and strode to the middle of the chamber, his footsteps echoing around the vast space. He turned and stared at the others, his expression set. His heart hammered at the thought of defying his tutors, the people who knew so much more than he and whom he depended on to learn from, but he must do what was right. He must fulfill his purpose as the Spellweaver.

“We have to take risks to win this war,” Cal said. “It’s horrible, but it can’t be avoided. Putting off those risks will only make them worse as the Spellbreaker grows stronger. We have a war to win, and we mustn’t tarry. If we can save innocent lives, then we should, but the longer we wait, the more likely they will end up dead, or worse.”

Azamar hesitated, his mouth half-open. Slowly, he nodded.

“You are right, Cal, and I am a fool to consider any other path. We must face our fears.” His hand tightened around his codex. “We must deal with the threat at the palace before an army marches up this valley, not to talk… but to destroy us.

“Besides, there will be spells on the way to the capital for you to absorb. Now that you’ve almost mastered wind magic, you desperately need something new to keep expanding your powers, to prepare you for the fight of your life.”

“Embracing danger is the fool’s way,” Martha said, shaking her head.

“We’re not embracing it,” Cal said. “We’re accepting it. Sooner or later, danger is coming. At least this way, we face it on terms of our choosing. Ultimately, isn’t that a better approach to the fight?”

Martha sighed.

“Perhaps,” she said grudgingly.

“Let us put it to a vote then,” Azamar said.

“Shouldn’t you gather the entire council for that?” Cal asked.

“This is all the council I need. Besides, we cannot be sure the Spellbreaker has no agents left in the Library. Best not to risk sharing our plans further than we must.

“All those in favor of traveling to the capital and helping Princess Olivia? I vote yes.”

Azamar raised his hand.

“I vote yes as well.” Cal thrust his hand enthusiastically into the air.

“Martha?” Azamar turned to look at the elf.

She hesitated, then took a deep breath and raised her hand. “It seems the lesser evil.”

“Oswerg?”

“Aye, why not?” The ogre raised a hand. “It’s not like we have a better plan.”

Azamar turned his gaze to Raya, who was still leaning by the great doors.

“I thought you would be the first to speak up,” he said.

“Me?” Raya blinked in surprise. “I’m not a mage.”

“True, but you are part of this group, and your voice counts for something. So, what do you say?”

“I say hell yes!” She stuck up both hands. “A double yes vote. Let’s go purge the darkness from the palace.”

“Well then, it looks like we’re going to the capital.” Azamar banged a fist on the side of his seat, and the great doors swung open.

Olivia stood waiting, one of her guards on each side, framed by the vast carved doorway.

“Well?” She strode in, and her guards followed her. They weren’t letting their charge out of their sight again.

“We will help.” Azamar rose from his seat and folded into a bow, the gesture seemingly sincere this time. “Your Highness.”


Chapter 5

“I’m looking forward to getting out into the world again,” Raya called from her bedroom. “See some new places, mock some new people, fight some new monsters.”

Across the shared part of the guest quarters in which they had been living, Cal was filling a backpack with his own possessions. There weren’t many of them: a few clothes, some notes he’d made about magic, a small book on theory he’d borrowed from the Library’s archives. His short sword lay next to the bag, ready to go with him.

“I thought you liked it here,” he shouted back. “Comfy beds and regular food. Exploring the Library and the forests. Learning to fight against Azamar and Oswerg.”

“Oh, it’s fine.” Raya appeared in the doorway, a sword on each of her hips and a pack on her back. “But I don’t get as much to do around here as you. Sure, there’s the sparring, but then you go off to practice your magic, and I’m left sitting on my backside, twiddling my thumbs.”

“I thought you liked being able to relax and do nothing.”

“So did I, until I had this much free time. The other day, I got so bored, I volunteered for extra chores. Can you believe that?” She stuck out her tongue and screwed up her face, pulling an expression of utter disgust. “I’m in real danger of growing as a person.”

“Well, we can’t have that.” Cal laughed, then held up his borrowed book. “Do you think I can take this with me? I’m enjoying reading it, but I’m not sure I should take it away from the tower.”

“You’re the Spellweaver, who cares what rules the rest of them set? If you want to take the book, take the book.”

“That’s not how this works.”

“It can be if you want it to be.” Raya waggled her eyebrows. “But I know what you’re like, so yes, for the sake of your conscience, as we’re going on Library business, it’s clearly okay for you to take a useful Library book with you.”

“Thanks.” Cal slid the book in among his clothes and closed the bag, then strapped on his sword. “That’s it, I’m ready to go.”

“Sure you don’t have a soft toy you want to bring for comfort? I hear Azamar’s bringing his stuffy owl so he can sleep at night.”

Cal laughed at the image of Azamar cuddling a knitted toy.

“Come on, they’ll be waiting,” he said, heading for the stairs.

They hurried down through the Library tower to one of the large courtyards within the curtain walls. This yard opened into stables, but there were no horses or other riding beasts. A large carriage sat alone in the center of the yard, with piles of bags and boxes next to it. The carriage had a solid roof—unlike the wagon that Azamar used to fetch them to the tower—and it was painted bright red, but there was no pole or trace to hitch horses to the front.

“You think the old magic man’s going to make us finish building it before we go?” Raya asked, peering at the place where the pole should be.

“Perhaps it works some other way,” Cal said.

“It certainly does.” Azamar emerged from the shadows of the stables, dusting off his hands. “This carriage is an artifact left to us by the last Spellweaver. It is enchanted with all kinds of magic to ease our journey. There’s fire magic to keep it warm, wind magic to make it move, and so on.”

“How fast can it go?” Cal asked, fascinated by the prospect of an enchanted carriage.

“I don’t know. The Spellweaver’s touch activates all the magic, and we haven’t had a Spellweaver for hundreds of years. Throughout my lifetime and far beyond, this thing has been gathering dust, but now…” Azamar grinned. “Now we get to take her for a ride.”

“Brilliant!” Raya’s eyes were wide. She nudged Cal. “This is going to be amazing.”

Azamar strolled passed, patting each of them on the shoulder as he went.

“I have to go talk with Oswerg,” he said. “Before I go, there is one negligible limitation upon the capabilities of this otherwise impressive steed.”

“What’s that?” Cal asked.

“It can’t pack itself. Fortunately, that’s what we have young people for.” Azamar gestured at the piles of supplies. “Get to it.”

Before they could respond, he was gone, striding into the tower with a swish of robes.

“That cheeky…” Raya glared after him. “If he thinks we’re doing all the packing for him, he’s got a big surprise coming.”

“I thought you were so bored you started looking for chores to do?”

“That was different. That was my choice, not his.”

“And you want to get out and see the world, right?”

“Yes.”

“Well, the sooner we pack, the sooner we get out.”

Raya narrowed her eyes.

“I hate it when being reasonable makes you right.” She opened a door to the carriage, then fetched the first of the sacks. “Come on, then, let’s get this over with.”

Rolling up their sleeves, they piled supplies inside the carriage, one crate or sack at a time. The interior was surprisingly spacious, and there was room on the outside where they could strap crates into place. Bundles of bedding; boxes of food; tools in case they needed them on the road; even a bag of apothecary ingredients and equipment so Cal could make healing salves and potions if they needed them.

Loading it all was hard work but didn’t take a lot of thought. After all his magical study, the physical labor came as a relief to Cal. He could relax and let his body take over, his mind half on the task and half on the bluebirds that landed on the stable roof, watching them with idle curiosity.

“Almost done,” Raya called from inside the carriage. “Can you pass me those last few crates? Biggest one first, so I can make sure there’s room for it.”

“Excellent work,” Azamar said as he strode back out of the tower, Oswerg alongside him. “I knew I could count on you two.”

“This time, maybe,” Raya said, sticking her head out and pointing at him, her expression irate. “But next time, you do your share of the lifting.”

Oswerg laughed, and Azamar gave a wry smile.

“We shall see.” Azamar held up a large roll of parchment. “I have something to show you.”

As Cal and Raya walked over, Azamar unrolled the paper, revealing a map. Cal hadn’t seen a lot of them growing up; rural villagers didn’t have much use for them, as all the geography they needed was local and knowledge of it was taught by word of mouth. But since leaving home, Cal had become more experienced with maps, and he was getting an instinctive grasp of how to make sense of them.

“This is our route to Aerteria, the capital city of the Yaetis Empire,” Azamar said. He set the map down on the ground and ran a finger along an uneven line that ran from one side to the other. “Copied for us for the purpose of this expedition.”

Cal peered at the document. He could work out what some of the symbols meant, either because they made inherent sense—like the twisting of roads and rivers—or because it represented somewhere nearby, and he’d seen what lay there. Others he was less sure about. There were small pictograms, stylized letters, and even runes, though he was more used to seeing those used for writing magic.

“You see this, just north of the road we’ll be taking?” Azamar pointed to a rune in a hilly area.

“That’s an earth rune, isn’t it?” Cal asked.

“Indeed, it is. So, what might it represent?”

“An earth shrine?”

“Exactly!” Azamar rubbed his hands together. “This is an earth shrine, and our first chance to enhance your repertoire with some magic from outside the wind canon.”

“You mean…”

“You’re going to learn some earth magic, yes.”

Cal grinned. As the Spellweaver, he was meant to master all sorts of magic, but so far, he had been limited to just one. He couldn’t wait to properly fulfill his destiny and get a taste for what else the world of magic had to offer. He hadn’t been this excited since they first arrived at the Library.

“That’s why I’m coming with you,” Oswerg said, resting his hand on the grip of his stone club. “Azamar might be a master of fire, but he doesn’t know earth. If you’re going to properly use earth magic, you’ll need an earth magic teacher.”

Cal remembered the massive crystal-topped pillar of soil that warned them a threat approached the Library. As the Library’s leading earth magician, Oswerg must have been the one who made that happen, and now Cal was going to learn to channel the magic of the earth from him. Would he soon be raising pillars and towers of his own, carving valleys out of the bare ground, throwing boulders from hand-to-hand?

He couldn’t wait to find out.

Oswerg also played a critical part in the battle to save the Library from Nostanus and his followers. The ogre’s strength and the weight of his club, as much as the magic he wielded, helped them triumph against the forces of the Spellbreaker. With Oswerg along for the ride, they would be far better able to face any threats on the road, as well as whatever they found when they reached the palace. Perhaps Cal and Raya might even learn some combat tricks from the experienced warrior.

Another thought crossed Cal’s mind, and he frowned.

“If we’re all leaving, who will be here to defend the Library?” he asked. “For all we know, the Spellbreaker’s vessels and the hollowmages might return; it’s not as though they don’t know where we are. Won’t the Library be in trouble if none of us are here?”

“None of you, perhaps.” Martha emerged from the tower, moving with smooth and elegant steps across the yard. “But do you think so little of me, or so highly of yourself, that I can’t defend this place without you?”

“Sorry, master.” Cal bowed to her. “I didn’t mean to offend.”

“Then think before you speak.”

Cal nodded. “But if you’re staying here, how will I continue my lessons in wind magic?”

Martha placed her hands behind her back and stood staring at him for a long moment, long enough that Cal started shifting uncomfortably from foot-to-foot.

“You are quickly approaching mastery of wind magic,” she said. “No mean feat, given your limitations when you came to me a mere three months ago. You no longer need my help as much as you did. I believe you are capable of continuing to develop your skills on your own, for the duration of this trip, at least.” She glanced at Oswerg and Azamar. “It will also spare me from spending weeks cramped up in a coach with these two.”

“Oh, but it’s good enough for me?” Raya asked indignantly.

“You don’t have to come if you don’t want to,” Azamar said. “It’s Cal we need.”

“Oh, you don’t get rid of me that easily! I am totally coming along.”

“But you just—” Oswerg began.

“Don’t try to make sense of it.” Azamar reached up to pat his friend on the shoulder. “It’s simpler just to accept.”

Martha shook her head and turned her attention back to Cal.

“Keep practicing,” she said. “It will be tempting to get distracted by the new magics you learn along the way, but it is important to keep working with the old ones as well. Understand?”

“Yes, master.” Cal bowed his head.

“And remember my teachings, the ways of taming and defeating the wind, of bending it to your will.”

“Of course, master.”

“And…” The elf hesitated, then patted him, once, briefly, on the top of the head, like she was rewarding a favorite dog for learning a new trick. “Take care.”

With a swirl of robes, she strode back into the tower.

“Right then.” Azamar clapped his hands together. “Time to get going.” He patted the satchel that held his codex. “Do we have everything loaded?”

“Almost.” Oswerg picked up the last two sacks and shoved them into the carriage.

“Hey, you can’t just put those anywhere.” Raya leaped in after the sacks. “We’ve got a system going on.”

“Sorry.” Oswerg peered in, scratching his head with the thick, claw-like nail of one finger. “Did I mess it up?”

“Not badly. Just give me a moment.” There were a few thuds before Raya stuck her head back out. “All right, we’re set. All aboard!”

Azamar climbed in after her. Oswerg followed, and the whole carriage creaked and sank under his bulk. Cal waited a moment to make sure nothing had broken, then climbed in after him.

The inside of the carriage wasn’t as dark as he feared. There were windows around the walls, including a large one at the front, between them, holding more glass than people owned in his whole village growing up. There were also glowing dots on the ceiling, stones imbued with light magic that would provide them with illumination at night. He hadn’t worked out how to switch them off yet, but hopefully there was a way, otherwise sleeping in there might get tricky.

Fitting everyone comfortably in the carriage was also going to be problematic. Their supplies filled over half of the interior, and Oswerg took up most of what remained, cramming his traveling companions into the corners. Raya climbed over some crates, looking for a nook she could fit into away from the ogre, while Azamar folded his arms in and failed to stifle a frown.

“Sorry,” Oswerg said. “I wasn’t expecting it to be like this. Maybe I could walk?”

“That will slow us down,” Azamar said irritably. “We will just have to manage.”

As the Spellweaver—and therefore the driver—Cal had an advantage over the others. There was a special seat for him, built into a cabin at the front of the wagon. It wasn’t massive, but it was big enough, and even had some padding for comfort. He sat in it, expecting to face a set of reins, or some sort of dial to control the carriage, but there was only a blank board. He frowned and pursed his lips.

“How do I make it move?” he asked.

“You’re the Spellweaver,” Azamar said. “That means you’re on your own for this one. Think of it as a puzzle to solve, or a fresh lesson to undertake, if that helps.”

It didn’t help much, but it would have to do. Cal reached forward and placed his hands on the board. Immediately, he felt a flow of power run through him, through the carriage, and through the air around them. Some of it was familiar, the sort of magic he used to control the wind. Other parts felt strange, presumably because they came from other elements. He hoped he could work out how to control them when he needed to, and that he wouldn’t have to visit the right shrine before he could control the heat or the lights.

“Everybody ready?” he asked. “Let’s go!”

He drew on the power of wind, trying to channel it through the vehicle to give them a shove. They rolled forward three feet, jerked to a stop, accelerated, and stopped again, only inches from running into a wall.

“Whatever you’re doing, I don’t believe this is the place for it,” Azamar said. “Let’s get outside before your start practicing fancy tricks.”

“I’m not practicing tricks,” Cal said. “I just want it to move forward.”

“Well, then keep trying. But maybe shoot for backward next, before we hit that wall.”

Cal took a deep breath and called on the wind again. This time he released the power slowly, feeling where it flowed and how it affected the movement of the carriage. They rolled sluggishly back, away from the wall, and he found a way to turn the wheels before changing the direction of the airstream. Inch-by-inch, gradually picking up speed, they trundled out of the yard and toward the main gates.

Oswerg leaned out the window, tipping the carriage to one side in the process, and Cal struggled to keep them moving straight.

“Open up!” Oswerg bellowed. “We’re coming out.”

There was a pause, then the great gates swung open. Cal used nudges of wind to adjust their course, keeping them in line for the gateway. The more wind he used, the more he understood the connection of the magic to the carriage. The key was to treat the vehicle as an extension of his body, to summon the magic through and into its shell. That way, he got the most out of the power, and kept a greater control over it.

Outside the gates, Princess Olivia’s army stood ready to march. The troops had moved off the road and were lined up along either side, standing in neat columns with banners flying and arms presented. Even the supply wagons looked polished and cleaned. The carriage rolled between them, past cavalry and infantry, past archers and pike blocks, even past Olivia and her personal guard. It felt as though the whole army stood there in their honor, though when Cal glimpsed the faces of the royal guard, they seemed less honored and more annoyed.

As their transport passed the last of the troops, the soldiers fell in line behind them. Soon, the entire army was following Cal and his carriage down the road, meandering between the towering trees toward a gap in the surrounding hills.

“Careful with your speed,” Oswerg said, his voice menacing even when he lowered it. “Remember, the poor bloody infantry has to keep up with you on foot.”

Cal nodded. He knew what it was like to slog away at your work under someone else’s orders, like he did as an apprentice. He didn’t want to make things any harder for those soldiers than he had to.

Soon enough, they would leave the Library’s hidden valley behind and head into the hills beyond. The sound of marching feet echoed back from the crags around them.

Azamar took out the map and shuffled across the carriage to hold the map open close to Cal. The older mage peered out the front window.

“We should have an easy route for the first few days,” he said. “Just keep to the main road. There won’t be any major junctions or decisions until we get here.”

He pointed at something on the map, but Cal kept his eyes on the road.

“I should pay attention to where I’m going,” he said. “Could you show me that later?”

“Absolutely. Just keep straight and we’ll be fine.”

A bump in the road jolted the carriage, and Azamar yelped as his head banged against the wall.

“I expected something smoother from the wind,” he said, his tone cranky.

“It’s hard to see the road from in here,” Cal said. “And hard to concentrate with you all crammed so close behind me.” He glanced up and noticed a hatch in the ceiling above his head. He reached out and opened its catches. “I’m going to drive from up there.”

Azamar protested, but it was too late: Cal was halfway out of the carriage already. Once he was on the roof, he shut the hatch and sat on it, then made a few swift moves with his wind magic as the carriage, under-supervised, nearly veered off the road.

Soon, they were traveling straight again, and Cal had a better view of what was coming, to avoid any rocks, ruts, or potholes. He also had more fresh air, which came as a relief after such close confines.

Controlling the carriage proved as easy from up top as it had been from inside. Touching the carriage’s board helped him connect with the magic, but now that he had that connection, he didn’t need the board anymore. Just thinking about what he wanted and directing the flow of power was enough.

They rode on for another mile. The basics of control were second nature already, and as Azamar pointed out, there were no real decisions to make: just keep moving and keep a pace the soldiers could keep up with. The gentle downhill course of the road meant the carriage mostly steered itself for now, and if they headed toward any dangerous crags, he would spot them coming. Maybe it was time to do something else. He wasn’t ready to try any tricks with the carriage yet, especially not on this terrain, but maybe he could practice his other magic abilities.


Chapter 6

Cal held out his hand, and his codex appeared. Its weight was reassuring and familiar in his palm as it fell open. Wind ruffled its pages, a fitting tribute from nature to the contents of the spells within.

Only two pages of the codex held any writing so far, and that strange script was still incomprehensible to him. Fortunately, he didn’t need to understand that writing to make use of it. The spells were like shapes through which he could funnel his power, molding it into the forms he needed. They functioned even if he couldn’t read the letters that made them up. The one thing he needed to do was touch his codex. As long as he did that, the magic would work.

Only two spells, but they were powerful, useful ones. Wind blast allowed him to summon great gusts of air, which could throw objects about, knock opponents over, or even, as he recently discovered, carry him through the air. That was the first spell he learned.

The other, wind shape, gave him a different sort of control. He could use it to craft intricately shaped gusts of wind, or even make objects out of thin air. A chair, a hammer, a sword, whatever he needed, he could make it out of wind. It might take time, but if nothing else, it was a useful backup for emergencies.

And his wind shaping also helped with his wind blasts, assisting him in directing those blasts more precisely and subtly. A useful ability when doing something like flying, where his very life depended upon getting the magic just right.

As he considered the pages and all he’d learned, he called upon the wind. He shaped small objects out of the air—a cup, a cube, a dagger—then let them dissipate. He called a blast of wind to swirl around him, then shaped a funnel to split and redirect it. His months of studying with Martha refined his skills immeasurably, making him a much better mage than he had been before.

Cal heard a thud and looked around. Another hatch opened in the roof of the carriage, near the rear, and Raya stuck her head out.

“Hi there.” She waved. “Is it alright if I join you?”

“Of course!” Cal let his magic fade and closed his codex. He shuffled sideways, making space next to him. “It’d be nice to have some company.”

Raya hauled herself out of the opening and rose awkwardly to her feet on the swaying roof. The cart jolted as they went over a bump in the road, and she wobbled, her balance disrupted. Cal shot out a gust of wind to steady her, and another to close the hatch she climbed through.

“Thanks,” she said, moving hunched along the roof. “I’ve got it now.”

She dropped onto the rooftop next to him, legs dangling off the front, and stared at the road ahead.

“Long way to go still, huh?” she asked.

“You could say that. I don’t think it’s much farther than we traveled last time, but with an army marching behind us, it might take a while.”

“And be more awkward. We can’t camp thousands of soldiers on one frog-person’s swamp platform.”

“True. That was a nice night.”

“It was. I wonder how those folks are getting on.”

“Maybe when this is over, we could go visit, not for a quest, just to say hello. I mean, if you want to travel more that is, or at least with me. By then you might be sick of—”

“Sounds fun. I’m in. But maybe this time, we don’t get into a fight at a shrine on the way.”

Cal glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. The wind blew her light brown hair back like streamers from her face, and her green eyes sparkled in the sun.

“From what I remember, you did well in that fight,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to face those guardians again without you.”

“I should think not. You’d be lost without me.” She elbowed him in the ribs. “I mean, what’s magic worth next to my raw strength?”

She flexed an arm and laughed. She might not be built like Oswerg, but there was power in those lean muscles.

“I still think you’re impressive,” Cal said.

“Yeah, well, what would you know?”

“I know you’ve been practicing. You weren’t really sitting around doing nothing while I trained, were you?”

Raya waved a hand in the air like she was batting away a fly.

“I will admit, I’ve done a bit of training. The strength boost and wind armor you imbued me with are great, but only if I use them with precision and intention. I needed to make sure they would turn up when I needed them.”

“And do they?”

“Pretty much, now.” She nodded. “I’m getting more control, working out how to focus that strength, how to channel it.” She punched the air in front of her, and the air around her knuckles rippled. “Wish I’d had this back when we were fighting off bullies in the village. I would have made them regret their life choices.”

“You did a good job of that with what you had. Remember that one you bit on the arm? He never came back to bother us.”

“Very true!” Raya laughed. “How old were we then?”

Cal cast his mind back to a different place, and a very different life.

“Ten, I think. Eleven maybe.”

“Ha. He’s still got the scar. I saw him at the harvest fair last year, and it was this little white crescent on the tan of his forearm. You should have seen the look of fear in his eyes when he saw me staring at him from behind the scrumpy stall.” She flexed her fingers. “That’s how I want these Spellbreaker vessels to think of me: someone to be feared.”

“If it’s any help, I’m pretty scared right now.”

“And so you should be! I’ll crush you with my bare hands, mage boy.” She mimed crushing with both hands, and they laughed. Then Raya’s expression changed, and she looked at him sideways. Her voice became softer, quieter. “You’re not really scared of me, are you?”

“Of course not! I mean, you could kick me senseless, but you’re my best friend, so you never would.”

“Your best friend.”

“I mean, yeah. Is that not… Are we not…”

“No, yes, absolutely, I just…” She looked away. “That is to say, I was… Ah, forget it.”

Her hand lay on the roof between them. Tentatively, Cal reached out to squeeze it.

“I get it,” he said. “It feels weird to say. But you’re important to me, you know?”

He’d made his point, and he felt like he should let go of her hand, but another part of his brain didn’t want to. Her softness and warmth were soothing, reassuring against his skin.

“Yeah, I get it.” She leaned closer, her arm resting against his. “After all, who else do we have in the world?” She glanced back over her shoulder. “I mean, apart from the mages in our magic wagon and this gigantic army you’re leading.”

* * *

For two days, they traveled the hills that spread beyond the Library valley. Cal drove each day with Raya keeping him company, and Azamar occasionally popping up to provide directions. Behind them, the army marched with steady certainty. Cal was amazed by the discipline they displayed during the day and amused by lively chatter that exploded through their overnight camp the moment the soldiers were allowed to relax.

“Is that singing?” Raya asked on the third day, as the carriage rolled toward a wide stone bridge.

“Maybe it’s the soldiers?” Cal asked. “They were singing last night.”

“I don’t think they’re allowed to sing those sorts of songs while on duty. Besides, I hear instruments as well.”

“I think that’s why.”

Cal pointed to a group of figures approaching across the bridge from the other side. There were five of them, all dressed in bright clothes. Four were playing instruments as they walked: flute, drum, lute, and harp. The fifth had her hand raised in front of her and was singing, her voice echoing around the valley.

“Who are they?” Raya asked. “And can I get a tunic like that?”

“It’s a troupe of traveling bards.” Oswerg’s head and shoulders emerged from the back hatch, and he watched the songsters with a big grin. “Love me some bards. Really brighten the mood.”

The singing troupe crossed the bridge just before the carriage reached it. They stepped aside and stopped walking, gathering together to perform for the travelers as they passed. The song became livelier, suitable for energizing the pace of soldiers as they marched.

“Here,” Oswerg called out, and tossed a small, jingling pouch to one of the singers as the cart rumbled by. “Keep up the good work.”

The music grew louder, and the singer waved, then the carriage rumbled onto the bridge, leaving the musicians behind.

They spent the next two days following the course of the river. It broadened, gathering waters from the streams running out of the higher hills. It was no match for the River Varn back home, but its presence reassured Cal, reminding him that a part of Pebbert and the community he left behind still traveled with him. He looked at Raya, and they shared a knowing smile.

“Look.” She pointed at a village as they approached. “There are fisher folk here too.”

Sure enough, sturdy little boats bumped along the river’s edge, and fish hung out to dry on racks and lines. The fish weren’t like any Cal had seen before. Their scales shimmered with every color under the sun, and bright bands ran down their bodies.

“Rainbow trout,” Raya said. “I’ve heard of them before.”

As they neared the village, a rider galloped up from the army’s ranks. Instead of the heavy armor of the shock cavalry, she wore the leathers and compound bow of the messengers and scouts. Her horse was a lively young beast with wide eyes.

“Message from Her Highness the Princess Olivia,” the messenger called out to Cal. “She asks that you halt and make camp early just beyond this village, so the quartermaster can buy supplies.”

“Of course,” Cal said, and waved. “Whatever Her Highness wants.”

The messenger saluted, then turned and galloped away.

“Whatever Her Highness wants, is it?” Raya rolled her eyes. “Only because she’s pretty and wears those flowing dresses.”

“No, only because she’s royalty,” Cal said. “Besides, she’s not as pretty as you.”

The words were out before he even thought about them. Both he and Raya avoided each other’s gazes, then sat in silence all the way through the town, not daring to look each other in the eye.

As they pulled into a pasture beyond the village, Raya finally broke the silence.

“The leaves are bright around here,” she said, her tone oddly sharp. “Very vibrant.”

“Very,” Cal agreed, more stiffly than he meant to. “Verdant. That’s the word, right?”

“Could be. You’re the one with fancy words.” Raya looked around. “Bright flowers too.”

“Very bright.”

“I’m, uh, I’m going to fetch water.”

“Great. I’ll light the fire.”

“Great.”

Raya grabbed a bucket and hurried off. Azamar emerged from the carriage and looked after her in confusion.

“What’s got into you two?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Cal said hastily. “It’s just very bright around here.”

* * *

On the eighth day, they finally saw something that broke up the brightness and wonder that surrounded them.

“What do you think’s in there?” Cal asked, pointing to the cave mouth that gaped in the distant hillside.

“I don’t know,” Raya replied, “but whatever it is, it can’t be good.”

There was a banging sound as someone knocked on the ceiling of the carriage from within.

“That’s an Azamar sort of knock,” Raya said. “Probably means we should stop.” She grinned. “Or you could speed up and see how his balance is climbing out of that hatch.”

Cal turned and waved to the troops behind him, using a signal they worked out on their second day of travels. Trumpets blared, and the army stomped to a halt, while Cal eased off the wind power and let the carriage roll to a standstill.

The door on the side of the carriage opened, and Azamar emerged. He unrolled the map, held it up, stared into the distance, stared at the map, stared into the distance again.

“We should camp for the night here,” he said.

“But we’ve got hours of daylight left,” Cal pointed out.

“True, but you and I need to take a detour.” Azamar pointed to the dark mouth of a distant cave. “There’s a spell in there.”


Chapter 7

Cal and his companions stood at the side of the road, contemplating the cave. Even at this distance, it appeared brooding and filled with menace, tooth-like rocks and dangling plants creating the illusion of a monstrous mouth waiting to swallow up anyone who approached.

“You take us to all the nicest places, magic man,” Raya said.

“I take Cal where he needs to go,” Azamar replied. “That is all that matters.”

A rattle of hooves announced the approach of Princess Olivia and her guards. With her army surrounding them, only two of the guards felt a need to follow her, the same two who came with her into the Library. The elf watched the adventurers with haughty disdain, while the human’s face remained fixed with a seemingly permanent expression of hostility.

Olivia reined her horse in so that she looked directly down at Azamar.

“Why have we stopped?” she asked. “The day is nowhere near done, and this is hardly a suitable rest spot for an army. There is no water source, the ground is rough, and we will be visible on every side.”

“It is not my intention to form an encampment here,” Azamar said. “This is merely a side mission, a brief interruption on the sojourn to grander goals.”

“I didn’t come to you for side missions. We should keep moving toward Aerteria.”

“This won’t take us long.”

“I have already been away from the palace too long. Every hour we delay is time in which the corruption there worsens.” She leaned forward in the saddle, her brows twitching in agitation. “We must keep moving.”

“I understand your concerns, Your Highness, but there is a bigger picture here. It is probable that many issues currently besetting the Empire, large and small, are interconnected in their causal root. To neglect our mission here might be to worsen the disease in your home.”

Olivia glared at him. “You make a fine argument, master mage, but offer no evidence that is true. Why should I believe you?”

Azamar stood open-mouthed, struggling for a response. He was so used to talking his way around people, or to being in charge, he had no answer to the princess’s challenge.

“I thought he was just full of wind too, when I started working with him,” Raya said. “But the thing is, Your Highness, he’s right. There’s stuff in there that needs to be dealt with by mages. You could sit there for an hour while the magic man here explains every tedious detail he’s ever learned about it, and then we’ll go in, or you could just skip the first part, so we can get this over with sooner. What do you say?”

“You bring a… refreshing perspective,” Olivia said, with a nod to Raya. “Very well. We will hold here while your people deal with this business—but make it quick.”

“One more thing, Your Highness.” Azamar had regained his composure. “It may be tempting to send troops inside, as reinforcements or to investigate what we are doing. You must not send anyone in. It could disrupt a delicate balance in the forces here, undermining what we seek to achieve and endangering those you send. Do you understand?”

“I’m not a dunce, master mage. I can follow instructions to keep out.”

“No matter what you hear.” Oswerg looked past the princess, locking eyes with her elf guard. “No one goes in.”

“Understood.” The elf gave the smallest of nods, as did the princess.

“We will leave you to your plans,” she said.

“Don’t worry,” Raya said. “You’re not missing out on anything fun. The surprise party’s in the next disturbing cave.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.” The princess smiled. “Good luck with whatever you’re doing in there.”

She tugged at her reins and rode away.

Azamar sighed and shook his head. “I hope we will not have to go through this every time we need to do something important.”

“What did you expect?” Oswerg asked. “She one of the bosses of the whole country. You can’t just tell her to go away.”

“The power and wisdom of mages is meant to be respected.”

“Respect is earned, old friend.” Oswerg pointed toward the cave. “Let’s go earn some more.”

Leaving the carriage behind, they walked off the road and along an overgrown trail toward the foreboding cavern. Cal led the way, pushing aside brambles and trampling down long grass to forge a path. By the time they reached the hollow, his legs were damp and dotted with stray leaves all the way up to the knees, but any discomfort was trivial next to the excitement of entering another shrine and learning new spells. His skin tingled at the very thought of what lay ahead.

He stood in the cave mouth, staring in. Sunlight illuminated the opening, but even up close like this, it quickly vanished into shadows, becoming inky black toward the rear.

“How far back does it go?” he asked in a hushed tone.

“I don’t know,” Azamar admitted. “But I expect that daylight will be but a memory before we reach our goal.”

“Real cheery, magic man,” Raya said. “Don’t suppose you brought any lamps for us?”

“No need.” Azamar slid a hand into his satchel, so that it lay pressed against his codex. He waved his other hand through the air and chanted. Globes of fire appeared and floated down the cavern, illuminating their path. “Shall we?”

Azamar led the way. Cal followed, trying to walk with more confidence than he felt now that darkness closed in around them. Raya and Oswerg brought up the rear.

The cave stretched back and down, morphing into a long natural tunnel running deep into the bowels of the hill. As Azamar predicted, they soon lost sight of daylight as the turns of the tunnel hid the cave mouth from them. The red flare of the fire globes was the only thing holding back the inky darkness.

As they progressed down the tunnel, runes and images emerged along the walls. Cal ran his hands across one of them, felt the rough edges of the carving, the work of simple tools used to elaborate ends. There were images of animals, people, and of the landscape outside, all so abstract they were only just recognizable. And then there were other things, shapes he couldn’t make sense of, but they sent a shiver down his spine…

“What are these?” he whispered, slowing his pace to examine them.

“A part of the shrine, in their own way,” Azamar said without looking back. “The work of primitive mages long before our own age, people who felt this place’s power and sought a way to tap into it.”

Cal hadn’t really considered how these shrines got made. He knew the Spellweaver created the spells. He just assumed the Spellweaver’s countless incarnations also led to the construction of each of the shrines, however long that took. But if there were already places of power in the world, places that were suited to the scribing of spells, then it would make sense other people would make use of them. Perhaps the shrines were repurposed or adapted by the Spellweaver. Perhaps some sprang up after the Spellweaver finished, as ways to celebrate their work. He should ask Azamar more about this, find out if the master mage knew… though now might not be the ideal time to ask him.

Or maybe it was. Azamar himself slowed his pace to examine the runes as they passed.

“These aren’t like the runes in the shrines I’ve taken you to before,” he said. “Both the form and the style are different.”

“Can you read them?” Raya asked. “Or are you out of your depth, magic man?”

“I am never out of my depth.” Azamar stopped to stare intently at one of the symbols. “Though I will admit these are exotic enough in their style and meaning to leave me with an incomplete understanding of what they entail.”

“You mean you can’t understand them.”

“That is not what I said.”

“It’s what you meant, though, right?”

“I meant that I partially understand them.”

Azamar kept walking, his stride purposeful, one of his fire globes drifting ahead of him.

“And that part you do understand,” Raya called after him, “what does it mean?”

“It means danger,” he called back over his shoulder.

“You didn’t think that was worth telling us?”

“Turn back if you want.” Azamar waved a dismissive hand. “The rest of us have a mission to fulfill.”

“Nice try, magic man, but you won’t get rid of me that easily,” Raya said, annoyance lacing her taunting tone.

It struck Cal as curious how little effect the word “danger” had on him. He felt uneasy the moment he saw the cave, and he knew he would face danger down here. Being told about it by some ancient carvings made no difference, even if the carvers knew this place better than him. There had always been danger; labeling it changed nothing.

The tunnels grew colder as they walked deeper into them. The air shimmered above the fire globes, a small haze from the heat they let off.

Cal thought back to the map that Azamar had shown him before they set out a week before. This must be the earth shrine he pointed out. It was a fitting place for it, buried deep inside the hill. All the better that Oswerg was with them, to manage whatever might come.

His brow furrowed in confusion as he followed that thought to its logical conclusion.

“Oswerg,” Cal said, “if there’s an earth spell here, why didn’t you absorb it already? How come it’s still here for me?”

“It wasn’t you we had in mind,” Oswerg said, “but the council asked me to leave this one alone, for someone else to take.”

“Why?”

“Same reason why each mage specializes in one sort of magic. If one of us runs around grabbing all the magic, there won’t be any for the rest. We’ve got to strike a balance. I’m not the only earth mage, so I’ve got to leave some for the others to absorb.”

“That makes sense. But what if some other mage ran around absorbing every spell they could get hold of? All the earth spells, say? Isn’t that a risk?”

“It happens.”

“Really?”

“Oh, yeah.” Oswerg slapped his club against his palm. “Council deals with it.”

Cal swallowed. He would have to make sure to stay on the right side of the council: having the massive ogre turn up on his doorstep as an enforcer was a scary thought.

“Course, there’s more to it than that,” Oswerg said. “That’s why there’s always some spells not in use, some shrines left undisturbed, no matter how many mages we get of each type.”

“Really? Why is that?”

“’Cause of you. The purpose of the Library is ultimately to aid the Spellweaver. We knew that, sooner or later, you were coming back, and you’d need your magic. If we took all the spells, that would make your life much more challenging. Too challenging, maybe, to beat the Spellbreaker. So, we’ve kept it like this down all the centuries: always some shrines ready and waiting for your return.”

It still felt odd to Cal to hear people talk about him that way. He couldn’t remember those past lives supposedly rattling around somewhere inside him. At times, it seemed like the part of him that was the Spellweaver was completely separate from the part that was Calwyn Weft—an immortal legend and a country boy accidentally sharing the same head.

“Don’t you want to take this spell now?” Cal asked. “I’ve already got some magic; I could pick more up from elsewhere.”

“Nah, I’ve picked up more than enough spells,” Oswerg said. “You’ve seen what I can do with them, and it’s plenty enough for me. Any more would just be greedy, and I learned the dangers of greed before I became a mage.”

“Back when you were a warrior?”

“Exactly.”

“What was that like?” Cal hadn’t met many professional soldiers before. A few folks around Pebbert claimed to have seen the wars when they were younger, but some of them were clearly lying. The ones he believed didn’t talk about it much. He’d always wondered what they had seen.

Oswerg hesitated for a long moment before he spoke, the only sound the slapping of their feet against bare stone. Glancing back, Cal saw Raya watching the ogre with silent curiosity. Like him, she wanted to know more about the world they had never seen.

“I used to be a mercenary,” Oswerg said at last. “You know what that is?”

“Someone who gets paid for fighting,” Cal said.

“Most soldiers get paid for fighting. Difference with being a mercenary is, you’ll fight for anyone. I was a blade for the highest bidder, in a band called the Ravagers.”

“Wow.” Cal’s eyes went wide. He might not know much about war, but he’d heard of the Ravagers.

“Yeah, well, we weren’t exactly the best sorts of people.” Oswerg scratched the side of his head and cast his eyes down to step over a small boulder on the rocky floor of the tunnel. “And I wasn’t the best of that bunch. Not the worst, neither, but I’m glad you didn’t know me back then.

“I discovered my codex while on a job. We’d been hired to retrieve it. Some lordling wanted to make himself into a mage so he could keep his peasants in line, and he heard tell of this magical book kept in an old tower. We went to retrieve it and had to fight all sorts of monsters to get through. Lot of blood spilled that day, ours and theirs, but in the end, we fought our way in.

“I was the first into the tower, and the moment I stepped inside, I heard something calling to me. I ran up the stairs to this room in the top, and there it was.” He clasped a hand to the codex hanging from a chain around his neck. “My codex. It was like seeing water after a month of drought, like falling in love. I knew it had to be mine.

“I took it out and talked the others into letting me keep it. Betrayed that lord who hired us to retrieve it. You don’t do that sort of thing if you want to keep your reputation as mercenaries, but when I showed the others what it let me do, they didn’t care. I used my newly acquired magic to make me a better warrior, to make us the most feared band in a hundred leagues. We got the jobs we wanted, got the pay we wanted, and made a big name for ourselves.

“And that’s how the Library found me. You can’t hide from them for long, not when you’re throwing magic around. Especially not the flashy sort of magic I was winning battles with. Some mages turned up, had words with me, so to speak, and then after, we had a conversation. Reckon they would have killed me if I wasn’t willing to go with them, or tried to kill me at least, but lucky for all of us, I was willing to go along. I saw a chance for a better life, better for me and better for the world. Not many mercenaries get a payout like that, and only a fool would have said no.”

His voice had fallen low, his expression sad. His feet trailed, the clawed toes that stuck out of his sandals scraping against the floor.

“I regret a lot of the things that I did, back when all I knew was war, but I’m trying to make up for it now. With the Library’s help, maybe I can balance the scales of my life.”

They tramped on down the tunnel, the carvings growing in complexity around them. Cal could feel the magic ahead, a power throbbing in the darkness, clearer and stronger with every step.

At last, they come to a metal door. Its surface was uneven, like it had been beaten flat with a large, crude hammer. Spiraling patterns crawled from the hinges across one side. Cal couldn’t tell whether they were moving, or whether that was a trick of the light.

Azamar placed a hand on the handle of the door, then turned to face the others.

“I’m going to extinguish my fire in a moment,” he said. “If I use it beyond this point, I’ll trigger the shrine and summon powerful guardian monsters. It’s important for Cal to trigger them instead, so we face something proportionate to his abilities. Understand?”

They nodded, and Cal glanced at the glowing flames. How would they see what they were doing once those went out? Perhaps Azamar could summon more once the guardians were triggered? Or maybe he had some other plan. All Cal could do was have faith in the master mage.

“Cal, you’ll need to use your magic first when we step through,” Azamar said. “Do it quickly. Until then, Oswerg and I will be powerless. I don’t want to leave us vulnerable, or accidentally trigger this in the wrong way.”

“Got it.” Cal summoned his codex, the book a reassuring weight in his hand. With it, he was ready to face anything.

“Everybody… brace yourselves.”


Chapter 8

Azamar tightened his grip on the door handle. With his other hand, he reached inside his satchel to touch his codex. The fire globes went out, plunging the party into darkness. There was a creak and a groan, then the scraping noise of metal on rock.

A new light appeared. Just a thin line at first, framing the edges of the doorway, then more as the door swung fully open. The light was the blood-red of a spectacular sunset, a scorching color that signaled danger and made Cal’s heart thud faster. By its glow, he noticed Azamar give him a small nod. Inhaling a bracing breath, Cal stepped past the master mage and into the shrine.

He expected a large cave, but nothing he imagined could compare with what he saw. The chamber was vast, at least the size of the council room in the Library tower. Runes and strange, unsettling pictures were carved across the walls as well as the stalagmites and stalactites that reached toward each other from floor and ceiling, spikes of ancient stone made more sinister by the patterns that spiraled across their surfaces. Cal’s every breath echoed back to him in the cavernous space.

On the walls, strange crystals resembling angry, spiky flowers glowed a ruby red. They were the source of the light that filled the room. It was a deeper, more menacing glow than Azamar’s flames. His memory of that limited light felt joyful and energizing in comparison.

At the far side of the room was a platform, roughly a foot above the uneven floor. It looked as though it had been formed by pouring molten rock, like wax spilling from a candle across a tabletop. In its center was an altar, its stone paler than those that formed the rest of the room. Additional images and runes were carved into it, but Cal couldn’t make them out from so far away. But its most dramatic feature was that it was broken, split in two from the top down. The two halves fell away from each other, leaving a crack from which dark liquid oozed, its surface shimmering in the red light of the crystals.

“Lovely place you’ve found us, magic man.” Raya followed Cal into the shrine and stood staring, a sneer hooking the edge of her lips. “Definitely not home to dark forces and murderous intentions.”

“If you wanted soft beds, warm dinners, and safe days then you should have stayed at home.” Azamar stepped to Cal’s other side. “You had your choices.”

“And some days I regret them.” Raya winked at Cal. “But not today. I’m looking forward to seeing what our guy summons.”

Cal took a deep breath. He should stop putting this off and call on his magic, see how the shrine responded.

“Is everyone ready?” he asked.

“Yes,” Azamar said.

“Of course.” Raya grinned.

“I am ready when you are.” Oswerg stooped to step through the door, then rose to his full height, a look of grim determination on his face.

“Well, then…”

With one hand, Cal held his codex tight to his chest. He held the other hand out and sent magic flowing through it. Nothing complex, nothing powerful, nothing that would tire him out or require his concentration. Just a simple spell to test the waters, to see how the shrine responded. The starting call on the fight.

A breeze kicked up and ran through the room, lapping around the natural pillars, lifting dust from the floor. The liquid running from the altar rippled, and Cal sensed the magic of the temple stir.

“It felt that,” he whispered. “It’s coming.”

He swallowed. Part of him was nervous. Fights he’d faced at previous shrines had been challenging, which meant monsters here should be stronger, to match his growing power. But that power was why he was more excited than intimidated, why the pulse in his veins urged him to fight instead of to flee. Finally, after months of training, he would get to test himself against a real opponent, to measure his progress in a real fight.

The liquid swelled like a river in the wake of a passing boat. It ran across the platform, over its edge, down to the floor below, splitting into a dozen dark rivulets as it went. In the middle of the chamber, those streams of thick liquid grew, rose from the ground, and broke off from the main mass. They solidified and took on human-like shapes, blank-faced and menacing, with blades for hands, and skin that shimmered in the red light. A dozen dreadful guardians, twisted by dark magic.

“They’re touched by the Spellbreaker,” Cal said, sensing its terrible power around them.

“Then be careful,” Azamar said. “We saw what its power did to Raya’s wound before.”

Cal glanced at Raya, remembering the wound on her shoulder that seemed like it might never heal, all swollen and dark. She swallowed, then forced a grin.

“I lived through it once,” she said. “Not going to give them a second chance to take me out.”

She stooped and picked up a rock from the floor, then let out a long breath. The air across her skin shimmered as she summoned the magical armor and strength Cal granted to her. Where once they were wild powers, now they were under her control. She clenched her fist, and the remains of the rock fell from between her fingers with a cracking sound.

Azamar drew his codex from his satchel and raised his hand. Since Cal triggered the trap, the older mage was free to call on his magic. Fire flared between his fingers. Next to him, Oswerg clutched his codex in one thick fist; the other turned to solid stone.

Raya looked at Cal and smiled.

“What are you waiting for?” she asked. “You don’t think I’m going to beat them up for you, do you?”

“Not all of them.”

Cal called on the wind, shaping it as it gathered. A shimmering sword appeared in his hand, made of air and yet solid as steel and sharp as any blade of war.

The dark shapes shifted, feet clicking against the floor.

With a yell, Cal charged.

He sent a blast of wind ahead of him, scattering his opponents so they couldn’t help each other. One fell, and Cal leaped over it to attack another staggering beyond it. The creature turned too slowly. Cal slammed into it, his body carrying the power and flow of the wind. He knocked the guardian flying, and there was a crack as its stone head collided with the edge of the platform.

Another guardian charged at Cal, both blades swinging. He parried one and dodged the other, ducked beneath its arm, and brought his wind blade up. This guardian was fast, spinning on the spot. It parried his attack and launched another of its own, slashing from left to right, forcing Cal to jump back to avoid being hacked in half.

Across the room, Raya was in the thick of the battle. She caught a swing of her opponent’s blade in one of her magically armored hands, then twisted it. The blade cracked, and one half fell to the ground with a clink. As the guardian stared with its blank face at the stump of its arm, Raya swung her fist. It smashed through the creature’s chest, sending it sprawling to the ground.

“Look out!” Cal yelled as another dark figure swung at Raya from behind.

She turned, but not fast enough. Two blades hit her, and Cal’s gut wrenched. He had the terrible feeling he was watching his best friend’s demise. But the blades merely scraped down the front of her body, held off by the wind armor and stirring up magical sparks as they went. The creature stepped back and let out a discordant wail of frustration as Raya grinned and prepared to attack.

Off to one side, there was a bright flare of light as Azamar unleashed his fire. One of the guardians stumbled through flames, growing shorter with each step as it left parts of its melting body behind. Another one lunged at him, but Azamar summoned a fire blade just in time to parry the strike.

Oswerg also held his own, as Cal expected from the experienced mercenary. He used his codex to tap into his earth power, and half a dozen of the stalagmites and stalactites flew to him. He caught the pointed pillars of stone, then turned them around and flung them one by one at the guardians like they were javelins. One guardian ended up pinned to the wall while another limped forward, a spear of rock skewered through the hip.

Cal could feel the difference in himself from the last time he fought. He was stronger, and so were his powers. Wind magic augmented every step he took, helping him dart and spin, dodge and lunge, making both his attacks and defenses more effective than ever. His training with Martha had paid off. Remembering his lessons with her, he applied his powers purposefully and precisely, launching attacks that targeted his opponents where they were vulnerable, or in the brief moments they were recovering from their own strikes. He fought as efficiently as she did, his approach instinctive now.

Still, he couldn’t resist a few flashy moves. He might not have the power of a fire mage, but he liked Azamar’s impressive style. He launched another big gust of wind, flattening two foes and sending another spinning, then lunging in to finish it off.

Raya had come a long way too. As the guardians Cal knocked down rose, she punched one of them with all her enhanced strength, sending it flying into a wall. The wall itself cracked, and the guardian slid limp to the ground.

Raya’s armor seemed to have a life of its own. Like Cal’s wind magic, it amplified its wearer’s movements, shifting Raya swiftly and fluidly around the floor. There were times when the moves could only be attributed to the armor itself, repositioning her for a stronger attack or moving her out of the way of a strike from behind.

Cal smiled. It was great to see his friend fulfill her potential. She always possessed a fearsome spirit, ready to take on whatever the world threw at them. Now, with magic on her side, she was unstoppable.

A guardian swiped at Cal, disrupting the moment. Cal jerked back, the wind transforming his single step into a leap the length of two men. He landed with impeccable poise, then called up another gust. This one spiraled around the guardian, spinning it around and around, lifting it until its head of liquid black stone drilled into the ceiling. Dust flew, there was a dreadful grating sound, and when the wind died away, the guardian’s body dangled from the flat rock above.

A yelp of pain drew Cal’s attention. Azamar slumped against the wall, his codex in one hand and fire sword in the other. But the sword flickered weakly, and a rip ran down one side of the mage’s robe. Cal squinted to see what lay beneath but knew it couldn’t be good. A guardian stood over Azamar, both blades raised, ready to strike.

“No!” On a great burst of wind, Cal shot across the room. He slammed into the guardian from behind, and it crashed into the wall. Before it could get up, Cal swung his wind sword. The blade sliced through the guardian’s neck, and its head thudded to the floor.

“Thank you,” Azamar said, pushing himself upright. “I’m sorry for the alarm, but I…”

He looked down at his codex. Smoke drifted from its pages.

“The damage Nostanus did?” Cal asked.

“Indeed.” Azamar’s voice was ragged with pain. “Up to a point, I’m fine, but then I pull upon magic I ought to have, and there’s only a chasm.” The remains of the fire sword dissipated, and he clutched his chest, wheezing. “I should be better than this.”

“You are. You will be again.”

Azamar shook his head. “Today says otherwise.”

Cal didn’t know what to say. To him, Azamar was the epitome of what it meant to be a mage. Seeing him reduced like this was upsetting, and more than a little worrying. What if the Spellbreaker found a chance to do it to others?

No. This wasn’t permanent. It was a wound, and wounds heal. All it needed was the right medicine, the right apothecary. Cal didn’t know how, but he would find a way to restore the old mage, for Azamar’s sake and for the world.

“Rest,” Cal said to the old man. “We’re almost done.”

Three guardians remained. Cal, Raya, and Oswerg closed in on them, each attacking their own opponent, herding them into the middle of the room with strike after strike. Once the three were corralled, Cal called on the wind one last time. Squalls erupted in every corner of the cavern. They slammed the guardians together and held them suspended, arms pinned against their sides, kicking futilely at the air.

“Now,” Cal growled, straining to keep control and hold the creatures in place. “Finish them.”

Oswerg decapitated one with a swing of his club, while Raya punched a hole through another’s chest. Then they both swung at once and caught the last guardian between their blows. It exploded into shards of black stone that rained down all around.

“That’s what I’m talking about!” Raya thrust both fists into the air. “Come at the Spellweaver, test the fury of his friends.”

“That was immensely satisfying,” Oswerg agreed.

The bodies of the guardians melted into black liquid, which oozed across the floor and up onto the platform. Gathered there, it formed a single shining mass. Then its surface changed, its ripples vanished, and its shimmer faded. Liquid solidified into obsidian, and runes appeared on the hardened black stone.

“The spell,” Cal said. The hair on his arms rose at the power that thrummed in the air. “That’s it.”

He opened his codex to a blank page and walked over to the obsidian rock. The letters glowed, and magic flowed from them. Cal’s codex shook, and his whole body with it as the spell raced through him. Pages rustled; a sound like the clatter of stones echoed around cave, which somehow turned into a voice Cal couldn’t quite understand. A weight of power fell upon him, heavier than the earth above them. He sank to his knees beneath the burden, struggling to keep his head up; his heart hammered, and his muscles trembled.

Then the moment passed, the magic flowed away, and the pages fell still. New runes lay inscribed on the formerly pristine page, but Cal didn’t need to see them. He could feel the spell, something new in his codex, a sort of magic he had never known before.

“It worked,” he said. “I have earth magic.”


Chapter 9

For the next few days, the unlikely caravan of carriage and army continued its journey through the hills. Cal became good at controlling the vehicle, and the bumps from dips and rises in the road were far less dramatic than before. It helped that this area was more populated, so the roads were kept in a better state. Heavily trampled dirt was more even, and the occupants of villages filled the worst of the holes in the roads that surrounded their settlements.

Reactions from the local people reflected their past experiences with armed forces. Cal could tell which villages were raided by bandits or attacked in past wars, because the people cowered in their homes as the soldiers marched by. Some even fled to the hills. In other places, excited people brought their children out to watch the Princess Olivia parade pass and enterprising business folk tried—with varying degrees of success—to peddle their wares to the passing troops.

Regardless of who they passed, their route remained the same, following a thick ribbon of winding road through hilly terrain, adhering to the map that Azamar used to plot their route. Somewhere in the distance, the capital city of Aerteria waited for them, too far away to be seen. On parchment, it was a large, dark blob, nebulous yet somehow menacing. Not unlike the forces they expected to face there.

Cal and his companions set up their own camp at night, off to the side of the army encampment. They slept under the stars if the weather was good, and in the carriage if it wasn’t. Fortunately, summer kept things warm and dry, saving Cal from many nights crammed between Oswerg’s twitching bulk and Azamar’s snoring form. He’d heard enough of Azamar’s wood sawing on their previous journey. Instead, he and Raya lay close most evenings, each wrapped in their own sleeping roll, staring at the bright stars twinkling overhead, trying to remember the constellations and their stories as they dozed off to sleep.

By the third day after their cave adventures, the ground grew steep to the left of the road as hills transformed into a mountain range. The air wasn’t as warm as before, due to a brisk breeze that swept across them from the snowcapped peaks.

“Can’t you do something to stop that wind?” Raya asked, drawing her cloak around her. She sat next to Cal on the front of the carriage roof, keeping him company and enjoying the scenery.

“Not exactly,” Cal said. “I make local winds, but those won’t disrupt bigger weather patterns. Not yet, at least. I could blow the cold wind away, but as soon as I stop casting, it’ll be back.”

“And you’re not willing to sit here casting spells all day? Where’s your commitment, to me as a friend, and to your power as the Spellweaver?”

“I think I left that commitment in my other tunic.”

“Fine then, I’ll deal with this.” Raya turned her face to the mountain and blew out a long, dramatic breath, then another. “Give me a moment. I’ll get the wind turned around soon enough.”

Cal laughed. “Good effort, but I’m not convinced by your technique.”

A thud echoed as someone inside the carriage pounded on the ceiling. After the long days of travel, Cal could distinguish between each of his traveling companions just by the sound of their knocks. Those solid thumps, so strong they shook the roof, were definitely Oswerg’s fist.

Cal waved to the line of troops behind him, and trumpets blasted, their notes echoing back from the mountainside. Cal guided the carriage to a halt, and the army followed suit.

Raya jumped off the roof, landing smoothly on the road, and Cal climbed down beside her. The carriage door swung open, and Oswerg stepped out. No longer weighed down by the ogre’s muscular bulk, the cart’s suspension rose a solid inch.

Oswerg stretched and shook his head.

“Good to get out of there,” he said. “That thing wasn’t built for the likes of me.”

“Is that why we’ve stopped?” Raya asked. “So that you can have a run around? Not that I’m complaining—I just expected something more serious.”

“Cal needs to train in his new magic,” Oswerg replied. “This is the best spot I’ve seen so far for it.”

He pointed off the road, to a circle of flat ground between sharp hills. Cal looked and saw boulders scattered around its edges. There was enough space to run back and forth, to charge and dash and throw himself around, even to fling a spell and see its effect. He nodded his approval.

“I’ve been itching to try out my earth spell,” he admitted. “This looks like a suitable spot for it.”

“Not sure our traveling companions agree.” Raya pointed down the flank of the army, where Princess Olivia and her guards rode toward them.

At some point, Olivia must have realized flowing dresses weren’t the most practical of outfits for riding. Or perhaps she knew it all along, and no longer felt the need to impress the mages with her finery. Regardless, she now wore leather britches and a long velvet tunic. It was split below the waist, and accentuated with silver buttons and jeweled bracelets, with a tiara as a visible reminder of her royal status.

She rode with the confidence and skill of a professional, and brought her horse to a halt so close to Cal the warmth of its breath brushed his cheek. Unphased by the intimidating display of horsemanship, he patted the beast on its nose and pulled half an apple from his pouch to feed it.

“Why have we stopped again?” Olivia asked, her tone level, but her eyes lit with annoyance. “You know what is at stake, why we have to keep moving.”

The horse crunched contentedly, oblivious to the tension between the people. Behind the princess, her two guards kept careful watch, constantly scanning their surroundings, hands resting on the hilts of their weapons.

“Is this a problem?” Oswerg asked. “Your military’s got to stop from time to time, right?”

“That is a decision for our commanders, as I’m sure you well know.” Olivia raised an eyebrow. “The last time I checked, you people do not carry such titles in my army.”

She didn’t place any emphasis on the word “my”, but its presence in the sentence was unmistakably deliberate. Her Highness felt undermined in her authority, so she subtly put the mages in their place.

“I’m sorry,” Cal said. “We didn’t mean to step on anyone’s toes. Perhaps next time we should consult with you before stopping?”

“That would be appropriate.” The princess’s expression eased, just a little. “Now, why have you halted our travels again? Do you have another mysterious quest to fulfill?”

“Nothing so dramatic,” Cal assured her. “I just need to train.”

“And what makes you so special that an entire battalion needs to stop for your lessons?”

Princess Olivia’s eyebrow rose again, a fierce and pointy critic. Cal swallowed. He’d been so eager to test out his newly acquired magic, he had forgotten the secrecy in which their mission was shrouded. How could he explain this?

From the confines of the carriage came the sound of a throat being cleared. Azamar leaned from his seat, so that his face emerged from the shadows of the interior.

“This isn’t about Cal, Your Highness, this is about the protocols of the Library,” he said. “We take the training of new mages seriously, and Cal is our greenest yet. Therefore, he requires regular lessons and appraisals. His routine has already been disrupted by this mission, so it is important we don’t let discipline irredeemably slip. As the leader of an army, I’m sure you can understand that.”

“Discipline is indeed important, but so is flexibility. When the need to maintain discipline and purpose in my battalion runs up against the discipline of one novice mage, I feel my thousands of troops take precedence.”

“I doubt your army’s discipline will suffer much from a short break.” Azamar said, his annoyance evident.

“And I see no reason why Cal can’t go a few weeks without his regular training routine,” the princess stated.

“As I said, it is not just about Cal. It is about maintaining discipline, without exception, in every case. It is the only way we can avoid the risks of rogue or incompetent mages wielding power they can’t handle.”

“You’re saying he has so much power as to be a danger to us?” Olivia waved dismissively at Cal. “I find that unlikely at best, worrying at worst.”

Azamar laughed uncomfortably. “Of course, I’m not saying there is anything dangerous about him. But systems and protocols are important.”

“And one system you work within is a monarchy. You would be well advised to remember which of us wears the crown.”

Olivia and Azamar glowered at each other. For a terrible moment, Cal feared his master would try to stare down the princess, to assert his authority against a woman with an entire nation at her back. But proud as he was, the master mage had the sense to look away first.

“How about a compromise?” Cal suggested. “We’re all going to the same place, and we all know how to get there. It’s been convenient for us to travel with the army, but it’s not necessary. Why don’t you go on ahead, Your Highness, and we can catch up.”

Olivia looked from the carriage to her army, then back again.

“I came all this way because we need you at Aerteria,” she said. “You must ensure my safety and that of my family. I am loath to arrive back without you and face this menace without magic.”

“That won’t be a problem.” Cal patted the side of the carriage. “We would’ve been at the capital already if we weren’t traveling at the pace of your soldiers. If we stop now, we’ll soon catch up again, because you’re the one who’s been slowing us down. Your Highness,” he added hastily, remembering at the last minute to show respect.

Seeing her stony-faced demeanor, he immediately regretted it. Instead of emphasizing his regard for her, he emphasized her own role in their slow pace, implying the princess herself was the one slowing them down. It clearly stung her pride to be talked to in such a way, especially by a young apprentice.

“I see,” she said coldly. “That’s how you view this, is it?”

“I didn’t… It isn’t… I mean…” Skewered by her glare, panic rising like a tide within him, Cal struggled to express the perfectly reasonable response he knew he had, if he could just find it.

“I don’t know why I expected better,” Olivia continued, her tone as sharp as her glare. “You Library folk live far from any sort of city or the civilizing effect of good company. It’s hardly surprising you are mannerless and insulting.”

Azamar’s cheeks went red, and he looked ready to explode like an angry volcano. Oswerg stepped in front of him.

“That’s us, Your Highness,” he said, his tusks showing a little more than usual at the edges of his mouth. “Bunch of barbarians, living out in the wild. Probably better for you to travel without us for a while.”

“On that, at least, we can agree. Get your ridiculous wagon off the road, so that my army can continue. We will see you at Aerteria. Don’t delay too long.”

The princess tugged at her reins and wheeled her horse around, cantering back to her army with her guards hot on her heels.

“I like her,” Raya commented. “She doesn’t put up with nonsense from you lot.”

“Some people could benefit from more ‘nonsense’ in their lives,” Azamar said sternly.

“I’ll quote you on that next time you tell me off for messing around.” Raya scrambled up to the roof of the carriage. “Come on, we’d better do like she asked and get this thing out of the way.”

Cal steered the cart off the road and across the lumpy, rock-strewn ground, to the edge of the open area that Oswerg found. The ogre walked alongside, beaming at the opportunity to stretch his legs.

Barely a moment after they rolled off the road, a blast of trumpets resounded. The army stirred back into action, infantry marching and cavalry trotting along the route through the hills. They held their heads high, as if making a point to the Library group. With banners flapping and armor gleaming in the sunshine, it was an impressive sight, and Cal watched them until the last supply wagon rumbled past. Princess Olivia and the leaders of the battalion disappeared around a bend in the road, vanishing from view.

“Missing her already?” Raya asked. There was something in her voice Cal didn’t quite understand.

“I’ll miss listening to the soldiers singing and telling stories in the evenings,” he said. “But it will be nice not to have to keep pace with them. This way I can experiment more with the carriage, get used to how it works.”

“Hm.” Raya’s brow crumpled. “I suppose that makes sense.” She waved toward Oswerg standing in the middle of their chosen training spot, his hands on his hips. “Go on then. After all that fuss, you should get your training in.”


Chapter 10

Cal climbed off the roof and walked toward Oswerg. Behind him, the door of the coach creaked open, and Azamar peered out.

“This should be entertaining,” Raya said. “Old Os is going to flatten our boy in any kind of competition.”

“That does seem likely,” Azamar said.

“I know we could do chores, but I’d rather just sit and watch.”

“As will I.”

“Don’t suppose you brought snacks?”

“You two do know I can hear you, right?” Cal called out indignantly. “This isn’t exactly supportive.”

“You’re right,” Azamar called back. “I apologize.”

“Me too,” Raya said, though her grin warned Cal she wasn’t entirely sincere. “Look, I’ll cheer you on now instead. Go Calwyn, he’s our man! If he can’t do it… we’ll cheer Os instead!”

“Don’t pay attention to them,” Oswerg said as Cal reached him. “You’ll have to learn to manage your magic while ignoring far worse.”

“It’s OK.” Cal smiled. “I’m used to it.”

The ogre nodded. “And now is the time to get you used to something else: earth magic.”

With one hand, Oswerg touched the codex hanging from a chain around his neck. He held the other out, his clawed fingers splayed and twitching. Cal felt the magic flow through the atmosphere around them as Oswerg drew on his power. Dirt rose from the ground, trickling out between the blades of grass, rising into the mage’s hand.

“I have a spell a lot like yours,” Oswerg said. “It lets me shape and control the movement of earth in its different forms. That includes rocks and the dirt beneath our feet.” He flexed his fingers, and a pebble rose through the stream of soil to land in his palm. “Like all magic, it has its limits, but it’s very flexible. You can do a lot moving the earth around.”

The pebble rose until it was at head height, then shot through the air and plunged into the slope behind Oswerg, burying itself in the ground. The dirt stopped rising, and Oswerg dropped what remained and dusted off his hand.

“Now let’s see what you can do with it,” he said.

Cal expected the earth master to set him a task, and he summoned his codex into his hand, ready to face whatever it was.

Instead, Oswerg walked to one boulder laying at the edge of the clearing, half buried in the soil. It was a massive lump of stone, one of the largest there, uneven in shape and rough in texture. He pressed one hand against his codex and the other against the stone, then flexed his arm.

Cal had never seen the ogre strain himself before, his strength was always more than equal to the tasks he faced. But now he gritted his teeth and the muscles of his arm tensed as—using only one hand and his earth magic—he pulled the boulder out of the ground.

Dirt fell from the bottom of the rock. It was even more impressive out of the ground, its entire bulk visible. It was several times bigger than Oswerg and must have been many times heavier than him. By comparison, Cal’s own body seemed as insubstantial as a heap of feathers, as fragile as glass.

With a grunt, Oswerg shoved the boulder away from him, sending it flying at Cal.

Three months of training gave Cal powerful instincts for responding to a threat. Without thinking, he summoned a puff of wind that lifted him into the air and over the boulder. It passed through where he stood and crashed into the ground beyond, tearing a long bare stretch in the turf. Cal dropped effortlessly back to his feet, pleased at passing this first test.

Oswerg snorted and shook his head.

“This is an earth lesson, remember?” he said. “Not an air one.”

“I only did what came naturally.”

“You’re just like Martha: too reliant on being quick and clever, on avoiding the problem instead of confronting it. That’s not how things are going to work today. It’s not how earth magic works. Earth magic is simple; not easy, but straightforward.”

“Okay,” Cal said. “I’ll try to react differently next time, but I don’t know yet how to use my earth power.”

“What did I just say? You use it simply. You do the obvious thing.”

Oswerg scratched his chin and looked down at the ground, like he was trying to interpret its secrets, to translate the promises written there into words Cal could understand.

“Earth rewards strength,” Oswerg said. “It rewards steadfastness and determination. Those are the qualities you must show if you want to use it. Earth magic lets me pick up rocks to throw at you, but it lets you affect those rocks, too. That’s what you should be doing.”

“How?”

Oswerg frowned and scratched his head some more.

“I’m not much of a teacher, or the best there is at explaining what I know. Just try to feel the earth around you and the rocks in it. Try to sense their presence, how they respond to you and your power.”

Cal closed his eyes. That often seemed to help when he was mastering a new piece of magic. Sure enough, he could feel the surrounding earth, the hills and the mountains, the dirt of the road and the boulders littered all around. If he reached out with his mind, they responded, like slow voices echoing his own.

“I feel it,” he said, and opened his eyes. “Now what do I do?”

“Use it, of course.”

Oswerg approached another of the stones and pressed his hand against it. With a rumble and a groan, the boulder rose from the ground, floating at the end of Oswerg’s hand like the previous boulder did.

“This time you’re not allowed to move,” Oswerg said. “Got that?”

Cal gulped and stared at the enormous rock. That thing wouldn’t just knock him off his feet, it could crush him to a pulp. And he was meant to just stare it down, using magic he’d barely learned?

“Don’t let him intimidate you,” Raya called out. “Just because he could crush you like a bug doesn’t mean he will. It might be more of a gentle squashing.”

“Thanks for your vote of confidence,” Cal shouted back.

“Any time.”

Cal took a deep breath and held his codex tight, its cover pressed against his chest. He shifted his feet, taking on the firmest stance he could, one meant to hold him steady when he parried an opponent’s strike. He braced himself, every muscle tensed.

“Ready?” Oswerg asked.

“As ready as I can be.”

“Well, then.”

Oswerg grunted and flung the boulder straight at him. It hurtled across space, trailing dirt, and slammed into Cal.

It was like every punch Cal ever received, plus a hundred more. He tried to catch it with his magic, to block it and stop it in its tracks, to take hold of it as Oswerg did, but it was no use. The rock hit him full force, lifted him off his feet, and carried him across the meadow. The best he could manage was cushioning the impact, to keep the stone from crushing him. When it crashed down, he clung to the side, still alive but badly shaken, all the breath knocked from his lungs. He slid down the great lump of stone and flopped feebly into the dust.

Cal lay on his back for three long, shuddering inhales. The world spun around him, mountains and blue skies switching places with each turn of the world—or possibly just Cal’s head. He was pretty sure the ringing sound only existed in his ears, but he wasn’t sure how he could test that theory. High above, a pair of crows circled.

“I’m not dead yet,” he said, though the words came out more like a groan. “You’ll have to wait for some other lunch.”

Slowly, clumsily, his limbs shaking like saplings in a storm, Cal dragged himself to his knees. The boulder had hit him so hard he could practically taste it, but he was alive, and he still had some strength. That was better than most people would have managed.

Of course, most people weren’t the Spellweaver. It wasn’t enough for him to be better than average. He had to be the absolute best, and that collision with the boulder had thoroughly tested his limits.

He shook his head, got a foot under him, and rose to his feet. He wobbled still, his fingers trembled, and his chest ached from the impact, but he could do this. Though the exercise had drained him, it had also shown him something. In the moment the boulder hit, he found a connection with the stone that hadn’t been there before. He recognized something in it, a spirit almost, and it recognized him. The shape of his magic shifted, and he knew he would do better next time.

Raya strode over, her face crumpled with concern.

“Storms destroy us, Cal, you look terrible!” she exclaimed, slowing down as she came near, as if afraid if she got too close, she might knock him down. “You should come and sit with me and the magic man, rest a bit.”

“I’m fine,” Cal said, waving her away. “Ready for more.”

“Yeah right, you are. You look like a sheet on washing day—pale and soggy and shaking about.”

“I’m fine,” Cal insisted. He held out a hand, and it appeared as steady as he hoped, steadier even than he expected.

“Who exactly do you think you’re fooling? Because I’ll tell you for nothing, it’s not me.”

“Raya, I can do this,” he said, trying to keep the impatience out of his voice. He appreciated her showing her care for him, but he would have liked her to show a bit more faith. “Please get out of the way.”

“Are you serious?” She blinked, then turned to look at Oswerg. “And you, you can’t plan on doing that again, surely?”

Oswerg folded his arms. “The boy has to toughen up, has to learn how to use this magic.”

“He’s not going to learn anything if you turn him into a pancake!”

“I am the one teaching here, not you.” Oswerg glowered at Raya.

“And you already admitted you’re not an excellent teacher,” she argued.

“Out of the way.” The ogre stood taller, his face set in stubborn lines.

“Seriously, Os…”

“Seriously, Raya.”

She turned to Azamar, arms spread wide.

“You’re the head of the Library, magic man,” she said. “And as close as we’ve got to a leader for this little expedition, since Her Highness grew sick of us wasting her time. Can you please assert some sanity here?”

Azamar looked at Cal, then at Oswerg. He shook his head.

“It is not my place to intervene,” he said. “Earth magic is Oswerg’s realm, and he knows better than any of us how to wield it.”

Raya flung her hands in the air.

“I give up! You’re all idiots.” She strode back to the carriage and hauled herself onto the roof. “Whatever bits of him get broken, I’m not helping you fix them up.”

She sat on the edge of the cart, legs hanging over, heels drumming an impatient tattoo against the side.

Cal turned to Oswerg at last.

“Go again,” he said, and braced himself, ready for the next round.

Oswerg walked to the next boulder he could find and placed his hand against it. The massive rock shook as it rose from the ground.

“Ready?” Oswerg asked.

“I’m ready,” Cal replied.

Raya snorted. Her heels fell still.

The boulder hurtled through the air.

It turned out Cal wasn’t as ready as he thought. The boulder slammed into him and carried him off his feet again. His only improvement was he picked himself up off the ground faster.

Oswerg’s third throw was similar, though that time Cal landed on his feet and the world didn’t spin quite so violently. The crows that watched him with hunger earlier gave up and flew away, in search of easier food.

By the fourth throw, Cal grasped the way the earth magic flowed better. He didn’t feel stronger, but the current of power was clearer, and he had a better understanding of how the boulder soared through the air. It still drove him back, but his feet stayed on the ground, his hands against the rock. He grinned. That one hadn’t even come close to knocking him flat.

He emerged from behind the stone.

“Not bad, right?” he said.

Oswerg looked from him to the boulder. Cal, with heavy steps and shoulders slumped from exhaustion, took up his position once more.

“We should probably stop there,” Oswerg said, relenting. “You’ve made a good start. Don’t want to overdo things on the first day.”

“No way! I’m just getting the hang of this.”

“You’re getting worn out.”

“That’s what practice does. That’s how a person gets stronger, by pushing their limits and then coming back from them.” Cal straightened his shoulders, his expression determined.

“This isn’t fire magic, young mage. It’s about simplicity and steadiness, not show and flash. We’ll stop here and resume once you’re rested.”

“Just one more time. Let me show you how much I’ve learned.”

Oswerg took a deep breath, then nodded.

“Fine. One more. But if you don’t catch this one, we stop.”

“Absolutely.” Cal held out his hands and braced himself. “Give me your best shot.”

Oswerg lumbered over to the next boulder near the edge of the meadow, the biggest one so far. His arm bulged as he wrenched it out of the ground, his magic channeled through his muscles, his body connected to the earth. He groaned, flexed, shoved.

The stone hurtled through the air, straight at Cal. It slammed into his hands, the force of its weight and Oswerg’s magic pushing against him. He pushed back, clasping the flat of the rock with his fingers and clinging to it.

The boulder stopped. Cal didn’t slide back even an inch. His arms shook, all his magic straining to hold the rock in place, but he caught it.

“I did it!” He laughed out loud. “I did it!”

Exhilaration rushed through him, giving him a final burst of strength. He flung the boulder straight up into the air. It turned end-over-end as it rose, seemed to pause for a fleeting moment at the top of its arc, then fell, plummeting to the ground with an almighty crash. Dirt flew, spattering all of them.

“I told you we should keep going,” Cal said, peering around the boulder at Oswerg.

“You did.” Oswerg smiled. “I shouldn’t have underestimated you: you’re getting the hang of earth magic already.”

“Yay!” Raya clapped and banged her feet against the side of the carriage, summoning more applause than Cal ever heard come from a single person. “Cal’s going to be a master of all your magics soon.”

Oswerg laughed, but it wasn’t an encouraging sound.

“He’s learning,” he said, “but he’s nowhere near a master, and this is only one spell.” He turned his face to address Cal directly. “You’ll need to do a lot better than that if you want to defeat the Spellbreaker.”

“I know.” Cal nodded solemnly. His exhilaration seeped out of him at the thought of what lay ahead. He’d accomplished so much, but it still felt insignificant next to the darkness that lurked in his dreams, that he’d confronted at the Library, that was still waiting for them when they reached the palace at Aerteria. “All the more reason to keep practicing, right?”

“Reckon so.”

Oswerg took a deep breath and held his hand out, palm facing the earth. He raised it slowly, and the ground shook beneath their feet.

“What is that?” Raya exclaimed, scrambling to the center of the roof of the carriage.

“My next trick,” Oswerg growled.

The ground burst open, and a rock spear rose from the dirt in front of him. It was five feet long and as wide around as Cal’s forearm, tapering to a slender, pointed tip—a far more refined missile than the improvised weapons Oswerg used in the cave. The soil next to it shook, and another spear emerged, then another, and another, until dozens of rock spears floated in the air all around Oswerg.

“Ready to keep learning?” Oswerg asked, a terrible gleam in his eye.

Cal went pale as a wave of cold swept through him, but he nodded and braced himself.

“Bring it on.”


Chapter 11

Cal prepared himself, body and mind, to face the stone spears.

It wasn’t enough just to catch them head on, as he did with the boulders. For one thing, there were more of them. And their sharp points meant that, if he caught one with the palm of his hand the way he caught the boulder, it would likely punch through his flesh.

Even though Oswerg said earth magic involved simple solutions, Cal could see the path to those solutions wouldn’t always be a simple matter. Sometimes it took a lot of thought and study to find the simplest way to achieve something, and Cal didn’t have time for that. He had to find the best way to defend against those spears before Oswerg started throwing them at him.

The rock missiles hovered in the air; dozens of slender columns of stone ready to do damage. As Cal watched with dread and fascination, they rotated around their centers, so that each one lay horizontal. The first one turned, a menacing glint reflecting from its tip as it pointed at him.

“That looks like overkill,” Raya commented, watching them from the roof of the carriage.

“Overkill is still dead,” Azamar pointed out. He sat in the door of the carriage, using the edge of the carriage floor as a seat. “And our opponents will show no restraint when the time comes. Cal must be ready to face the most fearsome of odds.”

“But can’t he build up slowly? At least while he’s practicing?”

“This is slowly,” Oswerg said. “That’s why I’m only going to throw one at a time.” He grinned. “To start with, at least.”

“Is that meant to be comforting?” Cal asked. “Because it sure doesn’t feel like it.”

“Do you want to be comforted or do you want to learn?” Oswerg waved his hand and one of the spears moved out of line with the rest, drifting around the edge of the practice space. Cal watched it, while trying to keep track of the rest from the corner of his eye.

“I want to learn,” he said. “I want to become the best I can, so I can defeat the Spellbreaker.”

“Well then.” Oswerg waved his hand again, and the spear dipped its tip, like it was performing a bow. “Let’s do this.”

Cal drew one foot back, strengthening his stance, and raised his hands. He could feel the surrounding earth, including the spears hovering in the air, but it was hard to make out the finer details, to sense what everything was doing. He would just have to work with what he had.

The first spear shot through the air, right at Cal. He raised one hand at an angle, channeling all his earth power through it. He couldn’t harden his hand, not with what he knew, but he could use it to shape and guide the spear. In the fraction of a heartbeat between the spear touching his hand and the moment it should have pierced his skin, he used his earth magic to redirect the spear, deflecting it. He pushed, and the spear hurtled past his shoulder to thud into the hillside behind him.

“Well done,” Oswerg said. “Ready for another?”

“Ready.”

Cal took his stance again, one hand raised, the other clutching his codex. He had something different in mind for this spear, something inspired by seeing Oswerg handle the boulders.

The stone javelin hurtled toward Cal. He could feel where it was, sense the rock moving toward him. He knew with terrible certainty it was flying straight for his head. Cal shot his hand out and caught the spear, using earth magic to stop its trajectory and hold it in place. The tip of the spear quivered an inch from his eyes, and he shook as he realized how close he’d come to his own demise.

Oswerg told Cal before that the ogre’s own spell let him shape as well as direct the earth. Maybe Cal’s would do the same. He focused his attention on the stone spear, on how it looked in front of him, how it felt in his hand, and the way it appeared to his magical senses. Then he reached into it with his magic. The spear wilted, bent, and turned around on itself to form a hoop. Cal pressed the ends together and made it solid once more, then rolled it across the ground toward the carriage.

“A spare wheel!” Raya exclaimed with a laugh. “We might need one of those! Stone will probably last longer on these rough roads, anyway.”

The rock hoop lost momentum and fell over, just in front of Azamar.

“Not bad,” the master mage said. “But I think I’ll stick with fire.”

Cal’s lips tightened at that comment. He knew full well Azamar had secretly learned at least one other type of magic, in disobedience of the Library’s rules. There was a certain irony to an outlaw being in charge of enforcing the Library’s laws, but also something fitting about a mage with mastery of more than one element taking charge of the Spellweaver’s education.

Cal jumped aside at a sudden movement in the forces of earth. A rock spear hurtled through the air and soared past the carriage.

“Hey, careful there!” Raya called out. “I don’t want to have to fix the paintwork.”

Cal dodged again as another rock spear flew his way. He flung out his hand and tried to use his magic to change the spear’s flight, but either it was too far away, or he needed more practice, because the spear carried on its existing course, unmoved by Cal’s effort.

“Keep trying,” Oswerg called out. “You’ll get it.”

Two more spears zoomed at Cal. He was too busy dodging through the gap between them to deflect them, but when a third one came his way, he took care not to dodge too far, and held his hand out as he went. The spear sailed past six inches from his palm, and as it did, he exerted his power. The slender shaft of stone changed course and flew upward, then came down in a long, graceful arc that ended with it protruding from the road.

“One more,” Oswerg said.

Cal turned to face him. After that last trick, he felt a lot more confident. He wanted to do something more with the last spear, something to show how fast he was advancing.

As the streak of stone flashed toward him, he stood his ground. Instead of trying to control or direct the spear, he reached with his power into the earth beneath his feet. At his will, a chunk of earth flew up. Only as large as his head, it squished in tight together and flew into the path of the spear, taking position a foot from Cal’s face.

The stone hit the improvised shield with a thud like a blade hitting a body. The tip of the spear punched through, but it had lost momentum. It stopped a hand’s width from Cal’s nose.

Cal swallowed. That was closer than he hoped for. He let go of his magical grip on the dirt, and it fell to the ground, taking the spear with it.

“Wow,” Raya said. “If that had gone a little farther, I’d have needed a new best friend. In fact, if you keep taking risks like that, it’s bound to happen in the end. Maybe I should start lining up your replacement in advance. You want to be best buddies, magic man?”

Azamar rolled his eyes.

“I get quite enough of your company already,” he said.

“Shame. And I don’t think Os could keep up with my frantic lifestyle. Guess it’s going to be you, Coachy.” She patted the roof of the carriage. “One woman and her inanimate best friend, rolling along the roads of the world.”

“I’m not dead yet,” Cal pointed out. “And I’m getting better at this stuff. Maybe if you give me a few days instead of just an hour, you’ll see I’m going to be fine.”

“Well, you’ve got a few hours now. I doubt any of us want to catch up with the army tonight, after that little showdown with Her Highness.” Raya dropped to the ground, then pushed past Azamar into the carriage. “I’ll have a look at what supplies we’ve got, see if I can cook up a dinner suitable for celebrating your earth magic.”

While Raya clattered and thudded her way through their provisions, Oswerg waved Cal over to talk with him.

“That last trick was important,” the ogre said. “The first time you’ve shaped the earth directly.”

“I guess,” Cal said. “It just felt like the natural next step, given everything I’d been doing.”

“It was, but it takes some mages a long time to manage even the basics of a spell. Your progress is impressive, as the others told me it would be.”

“Thanks.”

“This is why I’ve pushed you so hard with these first exercises. You can progress faster than others, and we need you to, if you’re going to face down the Spellbreaker.”

“I understand.”

“Good.” Oswerg slapped Cal on the shoulder, the force of it almost driving Cal into the ground. “Now, let’s see what we can do if you expand upon that last move.”

For the next few hours, Cal practiced moving and shaping clods of earth, under Oswerg’s guidance. It wasn’t the most glamorous magic he’d ever performed, but there was real satisfaction in it. He formed fistfuls of dirt into simple shapes at first, then more complex ones, balls and sticks giving way to stackable bricks and miniature people. When Cal tried to go larger, the earth crumbled and fell away, but he could sense he was making progress, that his grasp on the power of earth was improving. If he kept going this well, someday he would be reshaping boulders and even whole hillsides.

While he practiced, Raya built a fire a few strides from the carriage and made them dinner. Without the pressure of matching the army’s routines, they could take their time, so she produced a slow-cooking stew that gave Cal plenty of leeway to keep training. By the time it was ready to eat, he was happy to take a rest.

Cal flopped down next to the fire and accepted a wooden bowl. He felt drained, but it was a good sort of drained, one tied to satisfaction with all he achieved.

“Ready to move mountains yet?” Raya asked.

“Maybe a small one.” Cal laughed. “And by small, I mean maybe as tall as the top of my foot.”

“Is that really a mountain?”

“A baby mountain.”

“So, you’re going to start picking on children now? I thought you were one of the good guys!”

“Clearly all the power has gone to my head.”

“Clearly.”

They laughed and kept eating their stew. Across the fire, Azamar and Oswerg sat in hushed conversation.

“What’s got into those two?” Cal asked.

“Talking about you, of course,” Raya whispered back to him. “Azamar’s been watching impatiently all afternoon, getting twitchy because he’s not in control. Now the magic man’s making sure his influence is felt.”

After a few more minutes, Azamar and Oswerg nodded to each other, then turned to Cal.

“We’ve come to a decision,” Azamar said. “You should keep training tonight, to see what additional progress you can make.”

“Shouldn’t I rest?” Cal reached for the ladle to serve himself more stew. “It’s been a long day, and I’ll need to drive the carriage tomorrow.”

“Never mind that. We’re in no rush to catch up with the royal army, and it is important to develop your powers.”

“I suppose.” Cal yawned. “No rest for the wicked, huh?”

“I sincerely hope that you’re not turning down a wicked path.”

“I just meant… never mind.” Cal ate another spoonful of stew. “Guess I better fuel up.”

“Looks like you’re doing the washing, magic man,” Raya said with a smirk.

“Excuse me?” Azamar raised an eyebrow.

“I cooked. These two are training. That means it’s time for you to do the messy chores.” She dropped her dirty bowl into his lap. “Enjoy!”

She found a flat spot on the grass and lay back, head pillowed on her hands, watching the world go by. Part of Cal wished he could do the same, just relax at the end of a long day. But he had a responsibility, and he was determined to live up to it.


Chapter 12

As the summer evening slid into a long dusk, Oswerg and Cal kept practicing. They did more shaping, then Cal tried lifting a few rocks using the power of his mind: not the massive boulders that Oswerg flung about, but still more weight than he could have lifted with his bare hands. It was hard work that took effort and concentration, but it was worth it for the moments he pushed past himself and did something new.

As darkness fell, Azamar and Raya laid out their bedrolls and settled down for the night.

“Shouldn’t we join them?” Cal asked. His arms felt leaden, and his clothes stuck to him with the sweat of his exertions. He could imagine nothing more appealing than lying down and letting sleep take hold.

“Azamar told you we keep training tonight.” Oswerg dropped the rocks he juggled. “You can take a minute to catch your breath, but then we carry on.”

“When he said night, I thought he meant working late, not all through the darkness.”

“You’ve got to learn to push yourself.”

“Sooner or later, I’ll have to sleep.”

“Maybe, but sometimes, the magic carries you through.”

Cal blinked. That sounded crazy to him, substituting magic for sleep, but it wouldn’t be the wildest thing to happen to him in the past few months.

“All right, then,” he said. “On we go.”

After shaping, they moved on to sparring, Oswerg launching a range of attacks at Cal and challenging him to respond using only his earth magic. It was easy enough at first, especially compared with Cal’s experiences fighting against the minions of the Spellbreaker. Oswerg flung rocks and stone spears, which Cal deflected, or sprays of earth, which he dodged or froze in place before they hit him. He worried he would be tempted to dip into his air powers, but it didn’t seem like he needed them.

Soon, the attacks became more intense, and he realized Oswerg had been holding back. Projectiles came harder and faster, forcing Cal to push himself. Then Oswerg started less direct attacks, like making the ground shake to knock Cal over or raising clods of dirt from behind to distract him.

As the earth shook for the third time, Cal pressed his hand against it. By reaching in with his magic, he could counter Oswerg’s influence, stilling the dirt and giving him steady ground to stand on. He grinned. Maybe he could turn the tables, shake the earth under Oswerg, and throw the master over. He reached across the open ground, focused on the soil, extending his reach…

A rock hit Cal and knocked him off his feet. He fell on his back amidst pebbles and broken dirt and laid there staring at Oswerg. The ogre looked eerie, illuminated by the light of moon and stars.

“Don’t get too distracted,” Oswerg said. “That’s how they get you.”

He waved his hand, and another rock flew at Cal. Still dazed, Cal summoned his magic too slow, and the rock hit him in the shoulder.

“You’re being obvious,” Oswerg said. “Still using the deflections you started with. Try something new.”

As he hauled himself to his feet, Cal remembered his first few training sessions with Martha, learning to master wind magic. Those had been grueling in a different way, less of a bludgeoning and more a series of tricks that caught him unawares. But maybe he could apply one of those tricks now—if it worked for earth as well as wind.

Another rock sailed at Cal. Instead of deflecting it, he raised the edge of his hand and envisioned parting the earth, just like he’d parted the wind in those other training sessions. The rock split, one half flying past on either side of him. Another rock came, and he did the same thing, then used the trick against a stone spear and a blast of dirt. It took less energy than direct blocks and deflections. He could feel his strength returning, ready to fight back.

Then Oswerg stopped and laughed. His tusks and the points of his teeth caught the moonlight, like jagged white peaks in his dark face.

“You learned that from Martha, didn’t you?” he said.

“You’ve seen her use it?” Cal asked. Though he’d started to recover, he was still glad to stop for a moment, to rest and catch his breath.

“Seen it? I taught her that trick, years ago.”

Cal hadn’t thought much about his tutors’ past. Aside from Oswerg’s career as a fighter, he always thought of them as they were now, fully trained experts in their craft. But of course, everyone had to start somewhere. Once upon a time, Oswerg and Martha and Azamar needed to learn to channel their magic, just like Cal.

What was most interesting was the revelation that mages of different elements learned from each other. As the Spellweaver, Cal learned from them all because he would bring the different forms of magic together—but none of the others were meant to mix things up, so he assumed their training was as separate as their lists of spells. But if lessons from one mage could be applied to the others, that spoke volumes about how magic worked.

“If some training in earth magic applies to wind magic, then the inverse must be true, right?” he asked.

Oswerg nodded. “Yeah, the influence goes both ways.”

Excitement wiped away Cal’s weariness as possibilities started racing through his mind, highlighting ways he could apply his air lessons to mastering the earth and vice versa. An even more exciting possibility occurred to him.

“If the different kinds of magic can be used in similar ways, can they be brought together as well?” he asked. “Like, could I combine multiple types of magic into one attack?”

“Oh, yeah.” Oswerg nodded sagely and stroked one of his tusks. “I learned all about it when I joined the Library. Coming to magic later than the others, I wasn’t stuck thinking in ways the established mages did. And coming from a military background, I was interested in how weapons could be used together. It’s just that now, those weapons are earth and fire or wind and water, not cavalry and infantry or sword and shield.”

“So, people do combine the different magics.”

“Well…” Oswerg sat down on one of the smaller boulders, and Cal went over to sit on the grass next to him. Out in the night, an owl hooted, and Azamar’s snoring rumbled across the meadow like a barrel rolling down a hill. “It used to be that combining magic was common, in the lawless days before the Library. Back then, mages would cut one another’s throats for whatever spell they could get their hands on. Some of them gathered eclectic collections of spells, and there are records of them putting them together in all sorts of strange ways. Burning rivers, storms of knives, castles of mud and tornadoes. You know how it goes with old tales. Some are probably nonsense, but there’s truth in them, too.

“It’s even happened a little in living memory. The rules say each mage must stick to their own element, but there are always going to be some who step outside the law.” Was it Cal’s imagination, or did Oswerg look at Azamar when he said that? “The Library sends people to hunt down those mages and stamp down on their activities, to maintain the order we’ve got and save us from a return to a brutal free-for-all.” He shook his head. “It’s one of the sad things about life: sometimes it takes war to keep the peace.”

“You’ve been on those hunts, haven’t you?” Cal asked quietly. Even if he hadn’t known about Oswerg’s martial experience, he would have guessed the truth from the note of sadness in the ogre’s voice.

“Yes, I have. It’s not a pretty business, but I’ve never shied away from what needs to be done. It’s as good a way as any to make up for my own sins.”

“And you’ve seen magic combined?”

Oswerg stared up at the moon, and the moon stared back down at him, its stark light casting his face into the same patches of black and white as the world around him.

“I’ve seen folk try it,” he said. “But not with much success. Now that mages specialize, the art of combining types of magic has been lost. The rule breakers are mostly loners, so they don’t have anyone to help them work out what will go together, and they don’t have the Library’s books to go through for guidance.”

“Maybe I could try?” Cal said. “I mean, I’ve got two types of magic already, and I’ve got tutors to help me work with them. I can even look for old books that might help once I get back to the Library.”

Oswerg was still for a long moment, and Cal thought he was going to say no. But then the ogre clapped his hands together, and a grin split his face.

“Why not?” he said, and there was a note of excitement in his voice. “You’re the Spellweaver, aren’t you? No one in the world’s got a better shot at this than you.” He stood up and gestured to Cal. “Come on then, give it a go.”

“Right now?”

“Why not? Worst that happens is you do something unimpressive, and there’s only me here to see it. Best case, you make a bit of history, bring back a lost art.”

“All right, then.” Cal stood up. He felt energized by the prospect of something new, but nervous as well. His hand tightened around his codex until the metal edge of the binding bit into the palm of his hand. “What should I do?”

“Like learning the sword, keep it simple to start with.” Oswerg took a couple steps back, clearing a space for Cal to work in. “See if you can summon blasts of earth and air together.”

Cal closed his eyes and inhaled a deep breath, drawing power through his codex just as he drew air through his mouth. His chest swelled. He felt the tingling of magic within him, something raw and powerful, something unsettling. The forces of wind and earth swirled around each other, the same but different. Like oil and water, they didn’t want to combine.

He opened his eyes, but kept his focus turned inward, forcing the two forms of magic together, making them flow along the same paths. He raised his empty hand, palm out, and pointed across the meadow.

Oswerg was right. A simple blast was the easiest shape to form from the magic. Shaped by Cal’s spells, power flowed along his arm.

Wind streamed from his palm, creating a gust that blew through the mild night air. There was no earth in it, so Cal turned his attention to that element. A spray of dirt shot from his hand, but as it did, the wind vanished. When Cal turned his attention back to the air, the spray of dirt stopped.

He clenched up, frustrated, his brow furrowing as he tried to drag the two parts together. He started the magic again, but continued getting alternating bursts of earth and wind, never the two together.

“It’s not working,” he said.

“I can see that.”

“It should work. Why won’t it work?”

“Calm.” Oswerg laid a hand on Cal’s shoulder. “This is just a first attempt. No one said it was going to be easy.”

“There’s difficult and then there’s not working at all.” Cal scowled and raised his hand, calling on the magic. “I’ll try it again.”

“Don’t keep pushing your weight against a door that opens inward. Take a moment, think about what’s working, and look for a different way.” Oswerg stepped in front of Cal so they were eye to eye. “Sometimes I find the answer to a problem by describing it out loud to someone. Why don’t you try describing this to me?”

Cal took another long breath, trying to work out what was happening, what words would best describe it. He didn’t grow up with magic or around mages, so he sometimes found he lacked the words he needed to explain what was going on.

“It’s like… like trying to do one thing with my left hand and another with my right. Whichever one I’m concentrating on—I fumble with the other. Does that make sense?”

“Yeah, I get that.” Oswerg tapped a claw against his tusk. “Okay, try this. Just focus on one power at first and keep it going to the point where you don’t need to concentrate, where your mind wanders. Then bring the other one in.”

He stepped out of the way, and Cal raised his hand again.

He started with the wind magic. Because he had more experience with that, it would need less concentration and be easier to cast without thinking. He summoned a gust of wind and directed it to flow gently across the meadow, shaping and guiding it to keep it steady. After a while, the effort involved became negligible. The hoot of an owl caught his attention, and he looked around to see where it was. Still, the wind kept flowing.

This was it, the moment he was waiting for. Keeping the wind going, he reached for the power of the earth. He noticed a way of channeling it that was subtly different from what he had done so far and decided to try that.

Earth power flowed through him, and gritty dirt sprayed from his hand, carried along on the ceaseless wind.

Oswerg clapped. Cal grinned in excitement and increased the power of both elements, amplifying the magic. The gentle breeze carrying a few grains mere feet, grew into a powerful gust, then a howling wind thick with sand. Cal twisted his wrist, and the magic twisted too, becoming a circling sandstorm, a tornado that scraped away the ground beneath it as it hovered in the middle of the meadow.

“I did it!” Cal exclaimed.

“You sure did.” Oswerg smiled.

The wind wobbled. There was something wild in the combined magic, a chaotic force pushing at the boundaries of Cal’s control.

“Why don’t you close it down,” Oswerg suggested. “Bet you can summon it quicker the second time.”

“I’m trying,” Cal said, “but the magic isn’t doing what I want.”

He clutched his codex tight and focused on the sandstorm. It still refused to do his bidding, and now it moved away from him, picking up speed as it crossed the clearing, headed straight for Azamar and Raya.

“Guys!” Cal shouted. “Guys, wake up!”

The tornado rushed toward the carriage and the figures asleep in front of it. Azamar rolled over with a grunt. Raya groaned and sat up.

“What are you—” she began.

She vanished from sight as the sandstorm hit her, then Azamar, then the carriage. Cal winced. The cart shook and wobbled as the tunnel moved on, losing power as it went, leaving a trail of dirt in its wake.

“Um, guys…” Cal, red-faced, peered at the sandy bedrolls. “I’m so sorry, the magic got away from me, and…”

Raya got up, her hair a wild mess. She stepped out of her bedroll, held it up, and shook the sand out. It took a long while. The whole time she glared at Cal.

“Are you two done?” she asked. “Or do you have a rain of fish to follow?”


Chapter 13

Like any country lad, Cal understood just how short summer nights could be. In the blazing heart of the year, folks didn’t have long to sleep in true darkness, so they made the most of it. Ironically, it was in those gentle nights, when the woods and fields were bursting with life, that the village of Pebbert was its most peaceful, as almost everyone slept at once.

Despite that, the brief night managed to catch him by surprise. So busy trying out his new magic, looking for different ways he could use and combine his powers, he didn’t even notice the sky getting lighter until the sun rose, blazing brightly over the horizon.

Cal blinked and stared at the sight. Ironically, it drew a yawn from him. Perhaps he should have felt sleepy, but for the most part, he didn’t. At some point, he passed through being tired into a strange sort of alertness. Was this the power of magic, or excitement, or just his body adapting to what he put it through? He didn’t know, but he appreciated the extra time.

“What are you staring at?” Oswerg asked.

“Sorry, I just…” Cal brought his attention back to the stack of boulders they were shoving back and forth across the meadow. “I was just taking a moment. It’s been a long night.”

“And it’s not over yet.” Oswerg pointed at the pile of rocks. “Next task, something more subtle: can you balance those so they hold steady with the biggest ones on the top?”

Cal turned his attention back to the stones. It had been difficult enough to keep them stacked as they were, thanks to the juddering as the load moved around the field. Now he was meant to turn it all upside down?

It was a good thing he enjoyed a challenge.

The patch of ground Cal stood on was flat and covered with grass, unlike some of the other areas, which were even more rock-strewn and torn up after hours of earth magic. He sat down where he was and stared at his heap of stones.

Getting the first one into position was easy. A wave of Cal’s hand, and the smallest pebble rolled off the pile and onto its own patch of ground. Another wave of his hand, and the next stone rolled off, then levitated into position above the first pebble and settled into place. It fell, and Cal put it back, shifting its position for better balance. Again, it fell, and again Cal moved it, using his magic to feel where the best position would be and place it there. At last, the larger stone balanced on top of the smaller one. Cal turned to the next.

In some ways, this was a lot like the leaf exercise Martha used to refine his wind magic. It took poise, patience, and careful control of his power, and while it felt like slowing down, it would lead him to a stronger place in the end.

It took some time, but finally the third stone settled into place, forming an inverted pyramid with the other two, and Cal focused his attention on the fourth.

Oswerg walked over, staying in front of Cal so he wouldn’t surprise him and break his concentration. He sat cross-legged, his codex resting against his chest, and watched as Cal lifted the fourth stone into place. It wobbled and fell, taking the whole pile down. Cal scowled and clenched his fist.

“Be patient with yourself,” Oswerg said. “You’ve only just started learning, remember?”

“But I’m also the Spellweaver. I’ve been doing this for thousands of years, and I can’t even get a few stones to stay stacked.”

“You’ll get there. You’ve gotten significantly better just in the last twelve hours. Imagine what you’ll achieve once you’ve had years to practice.”

“I might not have years. The Spellbreaker is on the offensive, remember? If he hunts me down and brings his force to bear before I can get my spells ready, then I’m a dead man walking. Except I won’t be walking anymore.”

The rocks rose, one at a time, and settled into place. On this attempt, Cal got the fourth stacked, but the fifth brought the pile down again. He looked at the sixth and final stone, the largest, and sighed. This was going to take a long time.

“Slow and steady,” Oswerg said as Cal swept the first two back into place. “Earth magic isn’t about rushing.”

“But I just said…” Cal paused, drew a lengthy breath, let it out. “You’re right, I’m sorry.”

Slowly, carefully, he moved the third stone onto the stack.

“If I was back home in Pebbert, this would be a great way to spend the time,” he said as he moved the fourth stone. “Lots of long evenings after I’d done my apothecary work, plenty of time to fill with a challenge like this. But Princess Olivia needs us, there’s the sickness in the capital to deal with, and those things make it harder to focus.”

“I understand. I used to be the one rushing into the next fight. Trust me, it’s not the way to win anything.”

Cal levitated the fifth stone over the inverted pyramid and lowered it into place. This time, it settled and stayed. He could feel the pull of the stones as they tried to collapse, the delicate points of balance and the magical gestures balancing them out. Almost there.

“You still have a way to go,” Oswerg said, “but you’ve got a good foundation, and with earth magic, that foundation is very important. It gives stability and strength to everything you build on it.”

Cal raised the sixth stone into place. For a moment, the heap wobbled, and he braced himself to start all over again. But it settled, staying perfectly balanced despite the weight at the top. Cal stopped casting and gazed at it, pleased with his work.

“What now?” he asked.

“Now we eat,” Oswerg said. “It’s been a long night, and I’m famished.”

Cal looked around. The sun hung higher in the sky, and birds were out singing in the trees. Azamar sat hunched over a small fire, stirring a pot. Raya’s bedroll lay empty by the carriage. Cal had clearly been focused on the rocks far longer than he realized.

He stood up and stretched, shaking out some of the stiffness that settled into his limbs over the night short on darkness but long on training. They must have been at it for at least twelve hours, with Oswerg relentlessly pushing Cal to become a better earth mage.

“Where’s Raya gone?” he asked, approaching the fire.

Azamar looked up, a resentful expression on his face.

“She’s off to try to find some food,” the fire mage said. “She complained about what I made for breakfast, said it was utterly inedible.”

“Raya said that?”

“She might have used shorter words, given her vocabulary, but the message was clear.”

Cal peeked into the pot that Azamar was stirring. Something black was burned to the bottom, smoke drifting from it.

“That’s certainly been cooked,” Cal said. A moment before, he was ravenously hungry, but that feeling fled at the sight of what was on offer. Maybe he should go look for Raya and see what she rustled up instead.

“I’m a fire mage,” Azamar said defensively. “I’m meant to burn things.”

“That doesn’t mean we’re meant to eat them.” Oswerg pulled a face as he peered into the pot. “I’ve eaten worse on campaign, but I’ll wait to see what Raya brings back.”

“I’m going to go find her,” Cal said. “See if I can help. Which way did she go?”

Azamar pointed across the road, to a patch of woodland.

“She said she hoped to find some sticks more appetizing than my cooking,” he said, and looked sadly at his blackened meal. “I fear she might be on to something.”

Making his way across the road, Cal pulled out a stone spear he and Oswerg left protruding from the dirt. Better to leave the way clear for other travelers, if he was trying to make a better world.

The ground on the far side of the road was more uneven, so the grass there hadn’t been kept down by travelers grazing their horses or resting for the night. A trail of trampled green blades showed where Raya passed through on her way to the woods. Cal followed, pushing aside the occasional spiky bramble or brushing fern to clear his way.

At the edge of the woods, the long grass ended. Though the forest wasn’t dense, the canopy was thick enough to limit the light coming through, and that meant a lot less grass underfoot. The occasional fern still protruded, as well as patches of low flowers, dark bushes, and fungi sprouting around the roots of trees. Instead of following a trodden path, Cal had to look for footprints in the mulch of old rotting leaves and fallen twigs. Like balancing the stones, it took careful, attentive, patient work, but he was able to follow the trail as it headed into the shadows between the trees.

It seemed like ages ago since Cal did anything like this, though he went out with hunters only six months before, when snows drove a wolf out of the high hills, and it threatened the flocks around Pebbert. Expeditions like that taught Cal about tracking—like many of the young people in a village like his—and he used that experience to stalk Raya’s trail deeper into the green. Instinctively, he slowed his steps and softened his stance, as if he stalked real and dangerous prey. Habits came easily to Cal, and the useful ones quickly returned.

Off to his left, a fox prowled between the trees, tail stiff, nose twitching, eyes watchful. It glanced at Cal, then darted away, a red streak disappearing into the undergrowth. From the branches above, starlings and crows watched him with something akin to idle curiosity.

A movement up ahead caught Cal’s attention. A figure in leather trousers and a sleeveless tunic was hunched over a bush littered with dark red berries.

Cal opened his mouth to call out to Raya, then decided against it. She always prided herself on being a better hunter than him. Maybe this was his chance to prove her wrong.

Cal crept closer, one footstep at a time, sliding from the shelter of one tree to the next, using them for cover in case she turned around. He must be better at this than he used to be, because she didn’t even look up from collecting the berries, and no birds or animals fled at the sound of his approach.

Emerging from behind one last tree, Cal sidled up behind Raya.

“Boo.”

“Argh!”

She jumped, scattering a basket full of berries across the forest floor. She spun around, fist raised, and the air rippled around her as she summoned her wind armor in an instant, blowing away the dead leaves around her feet and sheathing her in its protective power. Her fist was halfway to Cal’s face before she stopped herself.

“You!” She exhaled the word on a sharp breath. “I could have killed you there.”

“Could you?” Cal asked and tapped the codex he was carrying. “I’ve got a few tricks of my own.”

“True, but I’m faster than you, and you’re way to close to avoid me.”

She lowered her fists and relaxed. The air shimmered again as the wind armor receded.

“I’m turning into a better hunter,” Cal said. “If I’d been after you there, you’d have been done for.”

“Maybe, but you never could have crept up on me like that without your magic.”

“I wasn’t using magic.”

“Really?” Raya raised her eyebrows, then looked pointedly down.

Cal looked down as well. Tiny gusts of air swirled around his feet, disrupting the leaf litter there. When he brought a foot up and then back down, it fell more quietly than he expected. Now that he paid attention, his steps felt softer, cushioned, like he was walking on wool; or, more accurately, walking on a cushion of wind magic.

He blushed, embarrassed to realize the lie he’d unknowingly walked into.

“Sorry,” he said. “Martha taught me how to walk quietly like this. I must have been unconsciously using wind magic to make my footsteps lighter after training with her for so long.”

“Yeah, right, you’re accidentally creeping around. A likely story.”

“No, honestly, I…” Cal narrowed his eyes. “You’re winding me up, aren’t you?”

“Maybe.” Raya winked. “What are you going to do about it?”

Cal looked down at the fallen basket and the berries scattered around their feet. His stomach rumbled, and he remembered the horrors of the other breakfast waiting for him in Azamar’s pan.

“I could help you pick these up,” he said. “Make up for the mess I made.”

“That sounds like a good start.”

The two of them crouched and started collecting the fallen berries, putting them carefully into the basket. It reminded Cal of summers when they were young, foraging with other children in the woods at the edge of Pebbert’s cultivated land, looking for the most exciting foods they could find. With the help of his mother, they learned to distinguish the tasty mushrooms from the deadly ones, to pick the berries at their peak of tastiness, to find herbs useful for foods and medicines. That last part proved particularly helpful for Cal when he became an apothecary’s apprentice, after his mother was gone.

He paused in his task for a moment and laid a hand on the worn leather belt he inherited from her. When he looked up at Raya, there was sadness in her expression, too.

“Your parents would have been proud of you,” she said. “Seeing what you’ve become now.”

“I’m sure your parents would have been proud, too.”

“Who knows.” She rose and turned away to start picking fresh berries off the bush. “It’s not like either of us remembers them, to know what they’d think of anything.”

There was a tightness in her voice he had heard before, a tone that told him to move the conversation on.

“These are useful for potions as well as for food,” he said, holding up one of the berries.

“What sorts of potions?” Raya kept picking the berries.

“Healing ones, mostly.”

“Then we should definitely pick extra: the way life has been since we met the magic man, we’ll need extra healing before too long.”

“It’s not Azamar’s fault we’re in danger,” Cal said, putting a handful of berries into the basket. “The hollowmages were after me before he ever turned up, and the Spellbreaker would be threatening the world whether we knew about it or not.”

“I never said it was his fault. Never said there was any fault at all.” Raya shrugged. “Truth is, I like this life we’ve got now. There’s not a whole lot to miss about what I had before, doing casual jobs for a few coins in a backwater village, fixing roofs or gutting fish or digging new pits for people’s outhouses. What we’ve got now is way more exciting. I even enjoy hanging out with the magic man and Os: just don’t ever tell them I said that. I don’t want Azamar’s head to get any bigger.”

“I promise, I won’t. But what I will do is refresh our potion supply when I get a chance. If we can pick up a few more ingredients, we’ll be well set for any injuries we might suffer.”

“Including magical infections from the Spellbreaker?”

Raya’s hand went to her shoulder, as if remembering her terrible wound, then jerked away. She began hurriedly plucking at the berries.

“Perhaps not that,” Cal admitted. “But maybe I can find a way to make a new potion like that alchemist’s potion.”

“That’s a big maybe, especially when we’re about to go up against dark magic,” Raya said. “But your optimism’s always been one of your more endearing traits.”

“You think I’m endearing?”

“I think we should try the next bush; this one’s got no berries left. And you should tell me what other ingredients we need.”

They made their way through the woods, gathering more berries, plus other things for their breakfast and Cal’s potions. He was still hungry, but he didn’t mind. He enjoyed the chance to spend some time with Raya.

“So, you’ve got a whole set of new powers,” she said when he finished describing his training session with Oswerg.

“Just one power, really, or at least one spell, but I can apply it in different ways.”

“That’s one more new trick than I’ve got.”

“Maybe I could try to imbue you with a power, then, like I did before. Something to go with your wind armor and extra strength.”

“Seriously?” Raya stopped picking mushrooms from a tree stump and looked up at him. “You could do that?”

“I think so. I mean, I’ve done it before.”

“So, what do I get this time?” Her eyes sparkled, and she bounced from foot-to-foot, the basket swaying in her hand. “Come on, Spellweaver, weave something fun into me.”


Chapter 14

Offering Raya this chance came naturally to Cal. After all, why wouldn’t he try to empower his friend? But being able to give her something in theory was different from having an actual power in mind.

“Show me your hands,” he said, as something he’d half noticed finally registered in his conscious mind.

Raya set the basket down on a tree stump and stuck out her arms. Cal took her hands in his. When they touched before, he noticed how warm and soft she was, and her skin felt good against his.

But something now stood out strongly to him.

Raya’s knuckles were worn and battered, the skin hardening in some places, cracked in others. Ever since they first set out on their adventures, she’d been relying on her strength to fight, and training hard with it, as well as doing a lot of the work needed to look after them on the road. Her knuckles, unprotected, took a beating. Not enough to need medical treatment, but enough that it was upsetting to see.

“Have you done anything to treat this?” he asked, rubbing his thumb across the back of one finger.

“Like what?” Raya asked. “This is just what hard work looks like.”

“There are herbs and potions that might help.”

“Don’t want to soften the skin up. It’ll just hurt more next time around.”

Cal bit his lip as he considered his options.

“Do you have your winter gloves?” he asked

“Sure. I mean, not on me right now, on account of it not being winter, but I didn’t know how long we’d be away, so I packed them. They’re in the carriage.”

“I think I can do something with them.”

“Something like what?”

“You’ll see.” Cal squeezed her fingers, then let go. “Let’s head back. I’m famished.”

“Who says any of this is for you?” Raya picked the basket back up and waved it as she took a step away from him, grinning.

“Do you want a new power or not?”

“Breakfast for everyone!”

They walked back through the woods, spots of sunlight breaking through the leafy canopy to dapple their path.

Now that Cal wasn’t walking on wind, he was more conspicuous to the forest creatures they passed, and there was a lot of scurrying through the undergrowth as small creatures got clear of the bigger ones. Birds still watched them from above, and somewhere nearby, a woodpecker hammered at a tree.

“Shame you can’t empower all these animals,” Raya said. “You could raise an army of bunnies and birdies to fight the hollowmages.”

“You think a rabbit could take on the hollowed out remains of mages the Spellbreaker had destroyed?”

“I’ve met some pretty fearsome rabbits.”

Along the way, they picked more herbs and berries, so that by the time they emerged from the trees, their basket all but overflowed. The sun dried the dew on the grass between woods and road, and beamed down on the carriage beyond, shining off its painted surfaces and gleaming along the metalwork.

Azamar still sat by the fire, scraping out the remains of his culinary failure. In the meadow, Oswerg put rocks back where they were before the night of training, re-forming shattered boulders and filling gouges in the dirt, his magic undoing the damage he and Cal caused.

“Did you find anything good?” Azamar asked, looking at the basket and licking his lips.

“Breakfast is Raya’s business,” Cal said. “I’ve got something else to do.”

“Give me a minute.” Raya set the basket down and climbed into the carriage. They heard some rustling and bumping, and then she emerged clutching a pair of worn leather gloves. She held them out to Cal. “Here. See what you can do. But don’t worry if you can’t, I know you’re still learning.”

“I promise, I’ll come up with something.”

Cal took the gloves and walked away, so he could sit quietly by himself and concentrate on his magic. By the fire, Raya took out a clean pan and started sorting through the basket.

Cal sat on a rock at the edge of the meadow, with his codex in his lap and the gloves resting on top. He had been guiding the enchanted carriage for days now, and while he didn’t know exactly how the magic worked, he’d picked up a few tidbits about enchanted items. It was those tidbits he wanted to implement now.

He laid one hand on the rock under him and one on the codex, attuning himself to the strength and the endurance of the power of earth. He gave Raya air powers before, but he wanted to give her something new, something surprising even, something she wouldn’t expect. Something to protect her, but also to empower her. Raya wasn’t just his friend; she was one of the toughest people he knew—in spirit at least—and one of the most daring. That was something he should encourage. Sure, she would be throwing herself into danger, but so would he. He had no right to ask any less of her.

Attuned to the strength of stone, he took his hand off the rock and rested it on the gloves. He felt their rough texture, their worn palms, the scuff marks where Raya wore them for hard labor, the seams repaired with thick black thread. These were practical gloves, hard-wearing gloves, the sort of thing a villager in Pebbert would care for and maintain their whole life. Like the boots Cal inherited from his father. Like the belt his mother left him.

An extra power swelled through Cal at the thought, and he channeled it into the gloves. It really was like weaving, something he tried briefly in his search for a suitable apprenticeship. But instead of weaving warp and weft, vertical and horizontal threads, he wove threads of magic through those of the material world, interlacing them, turning two different things into one—creating a cloth of the material and the magical. Raya’s gloves shimmered, glowed, and trembled under his fingers as he bound the power tightly to them. Once done, he let go of the threads of power and sat back.

Though magic now lived in the gloves, a spell woven through them, no one would know just by looking at them. They were the same battered, well cared for gloves they were before. Gloves for a hard worker in a hard world.

Cal dismissed his codex, and it vanished into thin air. In actuality, it vanished into him, ready to be summoned the next time—a trick the other mages didn’t have. Raya’s gloves fell into Cal’s lap. He picked them up, then followed his nose to the delicious smells emanating from around the campfire.

Oswerg sat by the fire now with Raya and Azamar. Each of them held a plate loaded with fried mushrooms, freshly stewed berries, and rounds of herb-flecked flat bread. Another plate waited for Cal, and unless he was mistaken, it boasted the biggest mushrooms of the lot. He handed the gloves to Raya, then sat down beside her and picked up his plate.

“They look the same as before,” Raya observed, turning the gloves in her hand. “But something feels different.”

“It definitely is,” Cal said through his first mouthful of breakfast. He swallowed, then continued speaking. “I made them to protect your hands, and more. They should help you in fighting back against our magical enemies.”

“Help me how?”

“I’m not sure. But I’m pretty sure they’ll only work for you.” Cal shrugged. “Sorry, but it’s like my spells, we won’t know exactly how it works until we get into a fight.”

“Then we’d better hurry up and find some action: I want to learn about my new toys.”

“Raya is right, at least this once,” Azamar said, wiping the last of the stewed berries from his plate. “We’ve stayed here long enough already. Princess Olivia will be nearing the capital by now, and we should catch up with her.”

“Can I at least eat my breakfast first?” Cal asked, shoveling a forkful of mushrooms into his mouth.

“If you’re quick. The rest of us will clean up and pack the carriage, then we should be ready to go.”

“Sorry.” Oswerg patted Cal on the shoulder. “No rest for the Spellweaver.”

Cal devoured the rest of his breakfast, wasting no time. It was delicious, and he would have liked to take his time over it, but time was the one thing he didn’t have. Even eating as fast as he could, the others were waiting impatiently by the time he wiped his last piece of bread around the plate and stuffed it into his mouth.

“Here,” he said, spraying crumbs as he tossed the plate to Raya. “Last thing to pack.”

Then he scrambled up the side of the carriage, to his place at the front.

“Fast as you can, Calwyn,” Azamar said as the others climbed inside. “I want to catch up to the princess before we reach Aerteria, to prove to her we’re good to our word, that mages can be trusted to achieve what they envision.”

He climbed into the carriage and slammed the door shut behind him.

Cal clamped his hands down on the top of the carriage, connecting himself to the device. Like the panel inside, he didn’t need to touch it to make it move, but the physical connection helped him sense its movements, to better power and steer it. He braced himself, his shoulders tense and his heels pressed against the wall of the cart.

“Hold on, folks!” he shouted.

Cal activated the vehicle, pushing as much magic into it as he could. Wind magic rushed through the atmosphere, and a great gust smacked them from behind.

Suddenly, Cal was moving. The carriage raced across the edge of the meadow and lurched onto the packed dirt of the road. Its wheels whirred and their boxes bumped around inside as it rolled faster and faster along the road to Aerteria.

It was the fastest Cal had ever moved without falling off something. The coach kept accelerating; the wind roaring as they raced along. They practically jumped across dips and bumps in the road, clattering over ruts and stones. Azamar cried out an indignant protest from inside the shaking vehicle, but Cal ignored him: after all, hadn’t the fire mage been the one who asked him to move fast?

They sped across the land, over hills and along valleys, past fields and forests. Birds flocked into the air in alarm at the rattling rush of the coach. Farmers watched in bemusement as they streaked past, and villagers clutched their skirts, as if they might be whipped away in the wind of the carriage’s passage.

Even Cal suffered from the speed, as wind blurred his vision and bugs bashed into his face. He siphoned some wind magic, directing it from the carriage to his head. Air flowed across his scalp and down his face, forming a protective shield. Bugs burst against that instead of him, and the wind no longer streamed into his eyes. He wiped away the damp tracks that started running down his cheeks and focused on the road ahead.

After a couple of alarming turns, Cal got the hang of steering the carriage at speed. It sometimes leaned up onto two wheels as they rounded corners, but that wasn’t a problem if he summoned gusts of wind to keep it from tipping over. He could even push earth power into the lower reaches of the coach, to weigh it down and stabilize them. He decelerated as they passed other travelers, to avoid causing accidents or frightening horses, and took care as they approached narrow bridges, in case anyone was coming the other way. Either the ride became smoother, or Azamar gave up on complaining, because there were no more cries of protest from inside.

After a few hours, Cal saw something large looming on the road ahead. He’d got used to the sight of distant carriages or small bands of riders, and how quickly they grew clearer as the coach sped toward them. This was something larger though, and more impressive: it was Olivia’s army.

Instinctively, he lowered his speed so he could approach them at a reasonable pace and avoid disrupting the armed formation. But then he spotted a stretch of flat, empty pasture to the army’s left, and he grinned as another idea hit him.

With an extra push of magic, Cal picked up their pace once more. The carriage rattled and its axles groaned as it traveled faster than ever. The rearmost soldiers in the battalion turned and cried out in alarm as the unconventional cart hurtled toward them.

At the last minute, Cal veered off the road, into the pasture. He raced along beside the army, waving to the soldiers as he passed. Some of them waved back, and some even cheered, a crescendo of noise that followed him down the column.

As he passed Olivia and her guards, she stared at him in shock, though for a fleeting moment, he thought he saw a glimpse of amusement on the elven guard’s face.

Once the carriage made it past the battalion, Cal steered back onto the road and eased off the magic, slowing his pace. He took their place at the front again, leading the army toward Aerteria.


Chapter 15

Cal and his carriage crested a ridge in the hills and the scenery ahead opened up. They entered a wide expanse of plains that had been turned into farmland. Farmers toiled in strip fields full of vegetables and grain. Cattle and sheep roamed green pastures. Irrigation canals intersected the region, ribbons of water running down to the river that meandered across the plains. And in the middle of it all, where their road met that river, was the city of Aerteria.

“Wow,” Cal said, staring at the city. “I mean, just, wow.”

He had only been to a city once before, and he had been as impressed as he was bewildered by the mass of people and activities there—but this was something more.

Great walls of dark stone enclosed an area bigger than all the farmland surrounding his home village. Towers and tenement blocks reached toward the sky. Outside the walls, lower buildings sprawled into the surrounding fields, while long lines of riders, walkers, and wagons trailed down the roads.

At the center of it all, perched well above everything on an artificial hill, stood the palace. The magnificent dwelling seemed to emit a terrible and beautiful disdain.

As they trundled along the road, a set of hoof beats emerged from the sounds of the army behind them: Olivia and her guards riding fast to catch up with Cal. As the riders drew near, the princess pointed off the road.

“Pull over,” she commanded. “We need to talk, and I don’t want to halt the whole army here.”

Cal did as he was told, using his magic to nudge the carriage off the road and into a pasture. Sheep looked at the approaching vehicle in confusion, then trotted clear, leaving space for him to park. Olivia and her guards reined in nearby.

The carriage door opened, and Azamar stepped out, followed by Oswerg and Raya. The fire mage was clearly trying to present the dignity he thought appropriate to the leader of the Library, standing stiff-backed with a blank expression. Raya, in contrast, leaned against the side of the vehicle, tossing an apple up and down.

“I did not realize your device was capable of such speed,” Olivia said. Despite her attempt at restraint, she looked shocked, and there was a note of strain in her voice.

“My training’s really paid off,” Cal said with a grin.

“We told you we would catch up,” Azamar said, sounding just a little smug.

“There is catching up and then there is roaring past so fast you frighten the horses.” The princess gave Azamar a pointed look.

“Would you have preferred us to go slower, and not meet you until you were back in your palace—with all the dangers and complications that would entail?”

“You will need to keep a low profile in the capital. This is no way to achieve it.” The horse beneath the princess shifted with restlessness, as if sensing its rider’s agitation.

Azamar shrugged. “We’re not in the capital yet.”

“Next time, be careful. There is more at stake here than your amusement.”

“On that, we can agree,” Azamar said solemnly. “Do you have any more requests before we reach the city?”

“I am a princess of the royal line.” Olivia scowled. “I do not make requests, I give orders.”

“And I am a master mage and head of the Library. I do not take orders, but I might listen to a request.”

The mage and the princess stared each other down as silence stretched between them, two strong wills and centers of authority caught at loggerheads.

“Oh, for mud’s sake.” Raya snatched her apple out of the air. “Orders, requests, whatever. We all know we’re going to do what the princess says, so let’s get on with it.”

Something flickered across Olivia’s expression, but she didn’t look away from Azamar. She pursed her lips before speaking again.

“Suitable lodgings have been arranged for you.”

“Are we going to stay in the palace?” Cal asked. He heard about palaces in stories, and it was an exciting prospect. He wanted to see the statues and banqueting halls, eat fine feasts, and sleep under embroidered sheets. Maybe there would even be a ghost. There often were according to the tales—sometimes they were even friendly.

“Certainly not,” Olivia said. “A group of… colorful-looking mages stumbling into the palace would raise questions—dangerous questions.”

“Then where are we saying?” Cal asked, trying to hide his disappointment.

“The Shadowside Inn. You will lay low there until the coronation anniversary celebration in a few days.”

Azamar sighed. “I know the place.”

His disappointment caught Cal by surprise. They had stayed in some very uncomfortable places on their travels. What could be so bad about this inn? It must be truly horrid to get such a response, but perhaps that was the point: to put them in a place as unlike the palace as possible, to avoid drawing suspicion. Or perhaps there was something else at play.

“After a few days, you can sneak into the palace with the crowds that arrive for the festivities,” Olivia continued. “Then you can investigate the sickness there—discreetly, of course.”

She put a lot of emphasis on the word “discreetly” and held Azamar’s gaze as she spoke. He nodded.

“Of course.”

Olivia held out a hand. One of her guards drew a scroll from his saddlebag. It was closed with a hefty purple wax seal. He placed it in the princess’s hand, and she held it out toward Azamar.

“This is a royal pass,” she said. “To get you into the nobles’ celebration inside the palace the day of the anniversary.”

Azamar stood unmoving, looking across the space between them at the roll of paper.

“Oh, heaven save us all from your egos!” Raya strode forward, took the pass, and handed it to Azamar. “There. Now we’re set, right?”

“Indeed, we are.” Azamar slid the pass into a pouch on his belt. “Do you have any more requests, Your Highness?”

Olivia said nothing.

“Very well, then.” Azamar reached for the door of the carriage. “If we’re to enter the city separately, we should leave you now. Farewell, Your Highness. We will see you again soon.”

Azamar climbed into the cart, and Raya and Oswerg followed him, pulling the door shut behind them.

“Goodbye,” Cal called out, waving to the princess and her escort. Whatever power struggles Azamar was engaging in, Cal wanted to stay friendly with their traveling companions and comrades in the fight against the Spellbreaker. “Stay safe.”

“Goodbye, Cal.” Olivia nodded her head. “Safe journey.”

Cal summoned the power of the wind, and the carriage rolled across the pasture, scattering sheep before it. Part of the army marched past while they talked, but the carriage quickly overtook them, then rolled back up onto the road. Leaving the princess and her entourage behind, they sped toward the city.

As they drew closer, the roads came together, like streams merging into a mighty river. The crowds of people became thicker, flowing toward the nearest city gates. Pedestrians stepped aside to let riders and wagons through, but Cal still had to slow the magical carriage significantly to avoid running anyone down. People watched them rumble by, and a few stopped to stare, but not as many as he expected. There were enough strange people and objects throughout the Empire—perhaps even in the city itself—for a self-powered carriage not to prompt the amazement it would have in Pebbert.

Approaching the gates, the crowd slowed down so much they became a queue, waiting for their chance to go in. By the time Oswerg’s heavy fist banged against the ceiling, they had practically ground to a halt. Rather than stop entirely, Cal leaned over and peered in through a window.

“Do we need to stop for something?” he asked.

“I’m not going inside the city,” Oswerg said.

“I had wondered,” Azamar said, nodding in understanding.

“Why not?” Cal asked. “Surely, after coming all this way, you want to come in with us?”

“I had a rough life before I joined the Library,” Oswerg said. “It’s the nature of a mercenary’s work. I made many enemies whose attention I’d rather not have come down on you, Cal.”

“That’s very considerate of you,” Cal said. “Thank you.”

Cal glanced around. They were on one side of the road, close to the low, ramshackle buildings that sprawled around the outskirts of the city proper. Some of them might have been inns or hostels, but none of them looked very appealing.

“Where are you going to stay?” he asked.

Oswerg opened the carriage door and stepped out, carrying his pack with his codex hanging from his neck. He closed the door and walked beside the cart, ambling along to match the sluggish pace of the crowd heading into the capital as he scanned for a place to settle.

“This’ll do,” the ogre said, and stepped away from the carriage.

He sat down in the gap between two low wooden houses. Setting his codex on his lap, he jutted out both his arms, then slammed them into the ground. Earth rose around him, forming a small tent that sheltered Oswerg and his pack.

“That’s clever,” a passing tinker said, nodding appreciatively at the performance.

His companion, a woman carrying a basket of apples, snorted and shook her head.

“It’s just showing off,” she said. “Give me an honest builder any day.”

Stifling a laugh at how readily people here accepted the extraordinary, Cal turned his attention back to driving the carriage.

There were guards on the gate, peering into the interiors of vehicles and poking around in baskets and bags. A couple of them made appreciative comments as their cart pulled up in front of them, but the commander seemed less impressed.

“Just because you’ve got a fancy wagon doesn’t mean you won’t be searched,” he said. “Taxes are taxes.”

With help from Raya, Azamar climbed up onto the roof of the carriage while the guards nosed around inside.

“What are they looking for?” Cal asked.

“Goods that need taxing,” Azamar said. “And wanted criminals trying to sneak into the city. Fortunately, we don’t have the former and we’re not the latter.”

The guards emerged from the interior of the vehicle.

“There’s a window tax,” the commander said, tapping the glass at the front. “Never seen a carriage with glass before, but I doubt it’s exempt.”

“And this isn’t just you looking for something to object to?” Azamar asked with a haughty lift of his craggy brows.

“You saying I don’t know my job?” the commander growled, setting a hand on his sword.

“Not at all. We will head straight to the city hall and see that it’s dealt with,” Azamar assured the guard smoothly.

“Good.” The commander waved a hand. “Now get this box out of the way, there are people trying to come through.”

They rolled on into the city, Azamar and Raya still on the roof with Cal.

“Which way to the city hall?” Cal asked.

“Oh, we’re not going there,” Azamar said.

“But the window tax…”

“Nonsense. And once we’re off the street, who is going to care? No, keep going in this direction, and I’ll tell you when to take a turn.”

They rode through the city, immersed in the bustle and noise of the crowds. It was an extraordinary place, with mismatched buildings leaning in on either side, towering high above the passersby. Many clearly were built upward to make the most of precious urban space, with higher floors that didn’t match the lower ones. Cal wasn’t convinced all of them would hold up to a strong wind. Signs hung over the entrances of taverns and shops, while banners flapped from other buildings, and laundry hung from lines of string strung across every street.

The population varied wildly in both their species and their fashions. Dwarfs, elves, ogres, and humans were all out doing jobs around the city. Some stood on street corners, calling out news or selling wares from trays. Others strode purposefully back and forth or stood gossiping at the sides of the street. Ogres bustled through, carrying heavy crates and bulging sacks down the roads that led to the river and docks. Dwarf merchants sold their goods from raised shop fronts, some of them exhibiting rows of sturdy tools, some presenting jewelry that glinted in the midday light.

Elves, stern and detached, marched around the city in tight, form-fitting clothes. Many of them seemed to hold positions of authority or simply assumed everyone should do as they demanded. They cast evaluating glances at various buildings, asked merchants for their permits, and insisted house owners clear the dirt from in front of their doors to ensure the city stayed as neat and proper as possible.

Many of the humans looked downcast as they shuffled through the streets, less purposeful and demanding than their fellow citizens. They smoked something from wood-carved pipes and talked in clusters in alley mouths, shoulders slumped as they gazed at the ground.

Cal coughed. There was smoke everywhere, pouring from the chimneys of most buildings, forming a thin gray layer that pervaded the street. He quietly reshaped his invisible wind helmet to keep smoke from getting into his nose and mouth, and the tickling at the back of his throat eased off.

Now that he’d experienced it himself, he noticed how many people around them also seemed affected by the smoke, or by something that impeded their breathing. Almost everyone seemed to suffer some degree of a cough or appeared sickly and pale. It made him miss the streets of Pebbert, where the air was mostly clear, even if it sometimes smelled of fish hauled in off the river, or of manure from the neighboring fields. Those were honest smells, the sort of thing a body could deal with. This was something else altogether.

For all its flaws, the city was still remarkable, and a little overwhelming. So much went on that there was no way to take it all in.

“Look out.” Azamar grabbed Cal’s arm and Cal brought the carriage to a sudden halt. Another cart, driven by an angry-looking dwarf, rattled across the junction right in front of them, crossing the space Cal almost drove through. The dwarf muttered something just loud enough for Cal to hear, and though he didn’t understand the language, its tone was unmistakable.

“What was that word?” Cal asked.

“Let’s just say that it’s a piece of dwarfish you won’t ever need.”

Following Azamar’s instructions, they made their way to a small, somewhat dilapidated inn in a dubious district. The building would have looked ordinary if not for the fact that it was pitch black from the door to the walls, a bold block of color against the surrounding grays and browns. Cal drove the cart into a stable attached to the inn.

“Should we do something to secure the carriage?” he asked as they climbed down.

“You’re the only person who can make it move,” Azamar said. “How is anyone going to steal it?”

They grabbed their personal bags and headed around to the front of the inn. Its darkness was unsettling. Even the windows had a strange, gloomy tint, and the whole place exuded a low-level aura of magical power. If the streets were full of things like this, at least now Cal understood how people in this city took their carriage in stride.

As they approached, the door of the inn crashed open and a scruffy-looking human man went flying into the street. A dwarven woman emerged behind him, briskly brushing her hands against each other, as if she was dusting off the man’s dirt.

“And don’t you ever come back to my inn!” she shouted after the man. “I don’t need business from a moss-swatch like you.”

“What’s a moss-swatch?” Cal whispered, his eyes wide.

“Fast-growing moss is often used for personal hygiene in deep dwarf holds,” Azamar said out of the side of his mouth.

“Personal hygiene?” Cal still couldn’t quite work out what the insult meant.

“He means wiping your ass,” Raya said, clueing him in.

“Oh!” Cal watched the man scramble to his feet and run away. He did have a dirty quality to him.

Azamar stepped forward.

“Mistress Fawnsly,” he stated, with a small bow of his head. “It is a pleasure to see you again.”

He didn’t look too pleased, but if the dwarf noticed, she didn’t mind. A big grin spread across her face as she gazed at Azamar. Her purple eyes shone, and she drew back a few strands of hair that broke free of her dark, silver-streaked plait.

“Well, look who it is!” she exclaimed. “You know you can call me Ebba, Azamar. And technically, the title is Master even for a woman, though you can call me your mistress any time you like.”

She winked, and Azamar groaned, a faint red flush coloring his cheeks.

“I would rather not,” he said.

“Oh, you say that now, but we all know you’ll see the light in the end… and then you’ll get to see so much more.” She looked at Cal and Raya with undisguised curiosity. “Who are these two shallow shafts?”

“This is my latest apprentice, Calwyn Weft, and our traveling companion, Raya.”

“You can call me Cal.”

“See, this one knows how to be friendly.” Ebba smirked at Azamar. “Why can’t you play nice, fire fingers?”

“I am perfectly happy to be both courteous and amicable, within the boundaries of professional relations.” The old mage looked both flustered and annoyed, and Raya looked like she was about to burst into a fit of giggles.

“I’m up for any sort of relations you fancy. Might even make you forget those fancy words for a bit.”

Azamar cleared his throat. “That will not be necessary.”

“No, but it will be fun.” She took a step closer, and her dark clothes stood in stark contrast to the red of Azamar’s robes as she looked up at him. “You should have a shadow to your candle, master of flames… and believe me, I know how to handle a candle.”

Cal stifled his own laughter as Azamar’s cheeks turned from a faint flush to as red as his robes. Raya clapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes bright with amusement.

“I really don’t consider this appropriate,” Azamar protested. “Especially in front of my apprentice.”

“Who wants to be appropriate?” Ebba winked. “But something tells me you’re not here for old times’ sake.”

“Indeed not. I gather you have a room for me. A booking made by bodies more significant than you and I.”

“Oh, that was for you?” Ebba’s eyes went wide. “Shame I decided to ignore it.”

“You ignored a booking from—”

“Thought it was a joke.” Ebba pointed down the road, to where the man she ejected was still walking away. “Fortunately, a room just opened up, if you’ll believe it. Why don’t you all step inside, and I’ll sort you out.”

They followed her through the doorway, into the cool and shady interior of the Shadowside Inn.

Cal expected the place to be crowded after Ebba’s implication that it was full, but there was no one to be seen in the entrance hall, or through any of the doorways leading off from there. A desk sat halfway down the hall in front of a broad set of stairs. Ebba disappeared briefly from view as she stepped behind it, then climbed up onto a small stepladder so that her chest reached just above the surface.

“One moment…”

She bent down and grabbed a massive tome from underneath somewhere, then slammed it onto the counter. It was thick, bound in black leather, and edged with dark metal. It radiated an aura of magic that matched the inn itself, an aura that reminded Cal of Ebba. His eyes went wide. Books were rare and precious, and he would have been shocked to see any of them treated in such a rough and casual way, but this wasn’t just any tome.

It was a codex.

He resisted the urge to lean closer to the battered book. A mage’s codex was personal, and it would be rude to interfere with it. Still, he couldn’t help staring. It was far more beaten up than any codex he’d ever seen, with stains from ale and who knew what else covering its dull, sticky-looking leather. How could Ebba treat something so special, something presumably connected to her very soul, with such disdain?

Ebba opened the codex, its heavy cover slamming down on the reception desk. The pages she revealed were marked with little squiggles made in ink—not spells, but hand-written text. Such a mundane thing was strange and unsettling to see in the interior of a codex, and for a moment Cal stood expectant, waiting for the letters to move, to form themselves into magical runes, to show they really were the marks of a spell. Instead, they sat flat and inert, without an ounce of magic to them.

The dwarf turned to a blank page and dipped a quill in an inkpot, then brought it over to the codex to write. The ink seemed to drift down from her quill gently onto the page, like thin trails of smoke. Cal, appalled to see someone writing in their codex, took a step forward. But before he could speak, Azamar stopped him with a small sigh and a shake of his head.

“One room for three people?” Ebba asked, looking up. “Or would you like something a little more private, Azamar?”

“One room for three will be fine,” Azamar said with a curt nod.

Ebba scribbled the request down in her codex, making Cal cringe. She must have caught his expression from the corner of her eye because she looked up at him with a frown.

“Is he new?” she asked, pointing her quill at Cal

“Yes and no,” Azamar said with a shrug. “He’s only been a mage for a few months, but, in a way, he’s been a mage for thousands of years.”

Ebba paused, her quill hovering over the page, and smiled.

“So, you finally found him.” She looked Cal up and down, and though there was some of the same intensity she put into looking at Azamar, the tone of the gesture was very different. Careful calculation took the place of lust. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet the Spellweaver.”

Cal looked over at Azamar with concern. They’d put so much effort into keeping his identity a secret. Was it a good idea to tell this dwarf who he was?

“It’s fine,” Azamar said. “For all her failings, Ebba can be trusted with this knowledge.”

“All my failings?” Ebba shook her head and returned to writing. “What an outrageous attitude. Still, I’m a forgiving sort, so this stay is on the house, on account of that favor you did for me when you were last in the city.” She winked at him, then slammed the book shut. “All done. You’re in room fourteen. Shall I show you?”

“No need. I remember it.”

“Well, if you want your bed turned down, you know where to find me.” Ebba smiled again. “I can even come and warm it for you later, if you get cold.”

“That won’t be… I do not… It’s summer!” Clutching his bag, a red-faced Azamar stormed away up the stairs. “Come on, you two!” he shouted over his shoulder.

They ascended a creaking wooden staircase and opened a door into a large room with three beds, as many armchairs and chests for them to store their possessions. Everything was in shades of black and gray, but the sunlight streaming in the window kept it from being too gloomy.

“So, you did Ebba a favor did you?” Raya waggled her eyebrows. “A little help between the sheets, perhaps?”

“That is quite enough of that talk.”

“Why talk when you’re clearly a man of action?”

Azamar huffed and slammed one of the chests open, then started putting his belongings in, with his back pointedly to Raya.

Cal sank into one of the chairs and sat with his hands clasped together, still unsettled by what he witnessed.

“She’s destroying a codex,” he whispered, distraught. “How can she do that to something so precious?”

“Don’t be fooled by her manners, or lack thereof,” Azamar said. “Ebba is, in fact, the finest shadow mage alive.” He waved a hand. “This entire place is made of shadow. That’s how Ebba keeps it in order with just her working here.”

“Just her?” Raya whistled. “It takes two staff just to clean the rooms in the inn back home, never mind dealing with anything the guests want. She’s an impressive lady.”

“But her codex!” Cal moaned.

“I don’t like the way she treats it either,” Azamar said. “But she’s not damaging the magic, and ultimately it’s a mage’s individual prerogative of how they treat their codex.”

Cal sighed. That sounded reasonable, though the state of Ebba’s codex still made him feel sick.

“If she’s so strong, why isn’t she with the Library?” he asked.

“While the Library is the most significant magical institution in the Empire, it isn’t the only one.” Azamar turned around, hands clasped behind his back, and took on the tone he used to deliver a lesson. “In fact, Ebba leads the second most significant magical organization in the world. She is the underworld liaison for all things magical, the touch point between the low life of the criminal classes and our high life of soaring intellect and righteous endeavors. Besides running this haven, she offers training to mages who don’t want the Library’s attention.”

“Who are these mages?” Cal couldn’t imagine being a mage and not wanting to be part of the Library. With all its power and resources, not to mention other mages to learn from, surely it was what any magic user would want?

“There are many who use their magic for nefarious activities, everything from smuggling to assassinations. They prefer not to emerge into the bright light of day, or risk drawing the attention of legitimate authorities.”

“And you let them learn magic?” Cal asked, shocked.

“The Library allows Ebba to continue training young mages, despite their disreputable occupations, because an untrained assassin-mage is often much more dangerous, especially to innocent people, than a trained assassin-mage. Better to have the magic under control—even if it is in dubious hands—than have it running wild.”

“I suppose.” Cal understood the logic. It just might take him a while to accept it on an emotional level. He sank back in his seat, absorbing what he learned.

Raya sat by the window, gazing out across the cityscape. She turned to Azamar, and there was excitement in her eyes.

“I’m going out to see the city,” she announced. She stood and strapped on her short sword. “Who’s coming with me?”

Cal glanced at Azamar. After the battle for authority with Princess Olivia earlier in the day, Cal expected the master mage to be firm in asserting his control now, but instead he nodded his approval.

“Can I go look around too?” Cal asked, eager to see the bustling city beyond the inn. “I’ll be careful not to draw attention, I swear.”

Azamar bobbed his head and sank into another of the chairs. His whole body sagged.

“I need to rest,” he said. “But you two go and have fun.”




Chapter 16

Raya grabbed Cal’s arm and dragged him out the door, rushing as if she feared Azamar might change his mind and she wanted to escape before he ordered them back. Cal didn’t take much dragging, and quickly fell into step beside Raya, trotting out of the Shadowside Inn and into the streets of Aerteria. They strode purposefully until out of sight of the inn, then slowed their pace to take in the scenery.

The city was even richer with wonders now that they weren’t detached from it by the height of the carriage. There were taverns and coffeehouses, with customers basking in the sunshine at outdoor tables; whole squares full of market stalls selling everything from local vegetables to exotic statues from far-off lands; shops for apothecaries, booksellers, and every other obscure trade under the sun.

The pair paused down one street to look closer at the wares offered by dwarf merchants, including intricately embossed armor, sleekly shining swords, and jewelry so delicate Cal was afraid to pick it up for fear it would fall apart between his fingers.

“You’d look pretty in that,” Raya said, laughing as she spotted the necklace he was looking at. “But I think it’s more my color.”

Cal imagined her wearing the necklace, her hair raised up, dressed in the sort of long, flowing robes Martha and the other women at the Library wore. Raya would look amazing like that. He wished he had the money to buy her the jewels, but he suspected she would laugh at him at the very idea.

The next street over, a magician performed various tricks. He linked separate hoops together into a chain, though there were seemingly no gaps in them; pulled a dozen eggs out of a small boy’s ear; and guessed what number a woman was thinking of—resulting in gasps from her and her friends. Cal wondered where the magician hid his codex, as there wasn’t even a lump in his robes to indicate it was there. Then Cal remembered the similar performer he saw in Vorozlat, who did tricks without any sign of the usual trappings of magic. Maybe something else was going on both there and here.

Cal turned from the magician to see Raya staring into a dress boutique. He imagined her wearing such refined clothes again and felt an uncomfortable knot in his stomach. Sure, he wanted her to take an interest in the dresses, but they were so unlike the Raya he was used to. Cal didn’t want to put her off or draw her mockery down on his own head.

“I didn’t think that was your sort of shop,” he said.

“Why can’t it be my sort of shop?” She glared at him. “I’m going inside to try something on.”

She stomped into the shop and Cal, annoyed at himself for upsetting her, followed along, hanging his head.

A slender elf with long blonde hair and silver cuffs on her ears emerged from the back of the store.

“Good day,” the elf said, her smile bright. “What can I do for you? Has your mistress sent you to fetch something?”

“I’ll have you know that I’m here for myself.” Raya glared at the elf. “In fact, I want to try that one on.”

She pointed at the brightest dress in the place.

“A fine choice,” the elf said, “but perhaps this would go better with your figure, and bring out the color of your eyes?”

She held out a long, slender dress in a striking green. Layers of thin cloth gave it a shimmering effect as she held it up in the light from the open windows.

“Yes.” Raya swallowed. “I mean, yes please.”

The elf handed the dress to Raya, who draped it down the front of herself and turned to look into a mirror. Her whole face lit up.

“It’s beautiful. Is there somewhere I can change?”

“Of course.” The elf smiled. “I just ask that you provide a deposit first in case of damage, a mere ten percent of the price.”

“What is the price?”

“On the tag.”

Raya peered at a white ribbon tied to the belt of the dress. Cal couldn’t read the small figures written on it, but he did see Raya’s face change color and her mouth flop open.

“How much?” she squawked.

“I know, these things are so much more in some of the other boutiques, but I believe that high fashion should be within reach of the masses.”

“Maybe if the masses didn’t buy any food for ten years.” Raya thrust the dress into the elf’s hands. “We’re out of here.”

She hurried out, red-faced, and Cal ran after her.

“Are you all right?” he asked when she slowed down enough for him to catch up.

“Fine,” Raya said through gritted teeth. “I just thought for a minute that maybe, perhaps I could… It doesn’t matter.” She stopped at a junction and rubbed her eyes. “What now?”

Cal was happy to look at whatever Raya was interested in, but he didn’t think she wanted to hear that right now. Instead, he pointed past a column of ogre porters, down a road toward the river.

“Why don’t we go see the docks?” he asked. Laborers hauling produce from halfway around the world on and off boats was the furthest thing from high fashion he could imagine in that moment, and seemed like something Raya might appreciate. It should be interesting as well.

“Sure,” Raya said. “Let’s go look. But if we end up smelling like fish for a week, it’s your fault.”

They roamed the city for so long that the day fast approached its end. Shadows lengthened as they strolled down the street and the docks opened out before them. They were everything Cal expected and more. Each boat was different, from fat cargo barges to sleek cutters that came upriver from the sea. The people were different as well, sailors and merchants from across the world dressed in every color and cut of clothes, some with long hair, some with no hair, some with tattoos across half their skin. Some stopped to eat, but others marched up and down gangplanks, carrying barrels and boxes.

Next to the end of the roadway, scaffolding covered the front of a warehouse that was closed for repairs. Work there had stopped for the day, and the place was still. Raya ducked inside the scaffold, then gestured for Cal to follow her as she started climbing up. He looked around, wary of attracting attention, but no one noticed them. He grabbed a pole and hurried up after her.

After a few breathless minutes, they reached the top of the warehouse. They sat with their legs dangling off the roof, gazing out across the docks as the setting sun turned the surface of the river a glorious red.

“This place is incredible,” Cal said.

“It really is.” Raya spoke softly and leaned in toward him. “Those things the dwarfs make are particularly impressive.”

“You want another sword, huh?”

“Obviously, yes, though I will admit, I wouldn’t mind one of those necklaces, too.” She blushed. “Or a dress to go with it.”

Cal shuffled a little closer, to make it easier to speak.

“We could go back to that shop… if you want. I’m sure Azamar has some money, and if we’re going to the palace, you should look the part.”

“We’re going there to fight monsters, not dance in a grand ball. Maybe another time.”

She scooted nearer. Cal could almost feel her skin against his, their arms were so close together. He looked at her, and she looked back at him. Her gaze flitted across his face.

“I’m glad I got to see this with you,” he said.

“Me too. There’s no one I’d rather see the world with.”

She tilted her head to one side, her lips parting. Cal leaned in, imagining kissing her, and realized that was exactly what he was going to do. His heart thudded in his chest as he moved in to—

The wind changed. A cold breeze whipped across Cal’s skin, and something shifted in the flow of magic. He felt a dark presence nearby, and a shadowy entity moved near the edge of his vision.

A shiver ran up his spine as he turned from Raya and looked across the rooftop. A hooded figure stood glaring at him. Cal caught its eye, and he felt something hard and painful rush through the air into him. He gasped, and the figure darted away.

“Cal?” Raya asked. “Are you all right?”

Cal pointed to where the presence had been.

“A hooded figure,” he said. “Something magical and twisted.”

“A hollowmage?” Raya sprang to her feet, one hand on the hilt of her short sword.

“Perhaps.”

“Then we’d better find out.” Raya bounded across the rooftop. “Come on.”


Chapter 17

Cal and Raya raced across the roof toward where the shadowy figure had stood. The red light of sunset blazed around them, turning the pale stones of nearby buildings the color of blood.

Another section of scaffolding stood at the far end of the warehouse, with bamboo poles as thick as Cal’s arm bound tight together with rough rope. Near the bottom of the scaffolding, the figure in dark robes and a hood scrambled toward the street.

“Guess we’re going down.” Raya grabbed a pole and slid down two floors, landing with a thud on the planks that made up the scaffolding platform.

Cal climbed down with more care, but dropped the last couple of feet, trusting the boards to hold beneath his weight. Raya found a rope ladder and rushed hand-over-hand down it. Cal followed as quickly as he could. He didn’t want her to get away from him and face danger on her own, but he didn’t want to risk losing his grip, either. He also didn’t fancy falling to his death on the cobbles below.

“Hurry up!” Raya exclaimed, waving to him as he approached the bottom of the scaffolding. “Our guy’s getting away.”

Cal jumped to the ground, and the two of them dashed after the distant stranger, who ran full speed up the street between the warehouses, moving away from the docks.

At the end of the road, Cal and Raya stopped to look around. They reached a marketplace, which even at dusk was full of stalls and shoppers. Lamp lighters walked around the edge of the square, setting fire to brands that sat in holders on the walls, so commerce could continue as night fell.

“Which way did he go?” Raya asked, looking back and forth.

“That way.” The flow of magic drew Cal’s attention to the middle of the market, where a hooded figure hurried between the stalls. They ran after him, dodging around shoppers and past booths. A dwarf rolled a hand cart into Cal’s way, and he vaulted over it, landing at a run on the far side, leaving the dwarf standing bemused.

A group of drinkers ambled out from a side street and into Cal’s path. He tried to barge past them, but they leaned into his way, and one slung an arm around him.

“Here, drink this!” the stranger exclaimed, holding out a cup. He seemed friendly, but Cal didn’t have time for that now.

“Sorry, but I’ve got to save the world,” he said.

“Hahaha! Good one. But seriously, have a drink with us…”

Cal slid out from under the guy’s arm as Raya dragged herself out of the grasping hands of his companions.

“Hood guy is getting away!” Cal exclaimed, pointing past several rows of stalls and across the square.

“Maybe, but I’ve got a shortcut.”

Raya ran straight at the nearest stall, then took a running jump. She landed amid piles of wooden bowls, then jumped off the far side and kept running, straight toward a rug seller. Cal braced himself and followed her lead.

“Hey, you can’t do that!” the bowl carver yelled as Cal jumped through his wares.

“Sorry,” Cal said. “I’ll come back and pay for any damages.”

Following Raya’s path, he vaulted over the rug stall and another slippery with fresh fish, and landed by an alley mouth moments after their target disappeared inside. They dashed after him, through shadows so thick they could barely see where to put their feet, then out into a bright, wide thoroughfare.

Once again, the figure in the cloak dodged through the crowds, rushing away from them. Cal and Raya kept up their pursuit, ducking around men and women, swerving out of the paths of riders and pedestrians.

“Hey!” an ogre shouted and raised a fist as Cal nearly crashed into him.

“Sorry!” Cal cried out.

He kept running while the ogre cursed at his back. Cal felt guilty getting in people’s way, even more so when he ran through an orderly row of robed elves, turning their careful progress into chaos. But he couldn’t let their target get away because of good manners.

Hood guy stretched out an arm and pulled on a set of shelves in front of a potter’s store. The potter yelled in rage as plates and bowls shattered in the street and the shelves crashed down, smashing any dishware that landed intact. He rushed out to assess the damage, then cried out again as Cal and Raya ran past either side of him, jumping over the debris.

“I’ve got an idea,” Cal said as they turned down an empty street and the cloaked figure pulled down a heap of barrels that rolled in their way. “You keep following. I’ll be close by.”

“All right.”

As Raya went dodging through the barrels, Cal held out his hand and summoned his codex. He glanced around to make sure no one watched, then used his power to whip up twin gusts of wind under his feet. Using the air to grant him extra agility, he leaped onto a windowsill ahead of him, then another farther up. He bounced from windows to balconies to jutting gutters, from one side of the street to the other and back, until he was on the rooftops. He could still make out Raya on the road below. She made her way over the barrels and continued pursuing the mystery person, his hood still up and his cloak flapping behind him.

In the dull gray light of dusk, Cal sprinted across the rooftop. Reaching the edge, he didn’t hesitate—he jumped, and the wind buoyed him up, carrying him to the far side of the street. A tile slid out from under his foot, shattering on the ground far below. He kept running, trusting his magic to save him if he stumbled in the shadows of falling night.

Their prey moved unnaturally fast, faster with every step, but the city roadways were still crowded with people, wagons, and stalls blocking the stranger’s way. Cal had no such obstructions and used the wind to give him extra speed. He watched which way the hooded figure went and got ahead of him, looking for an empty alley or street where he could make his move. Spotting what he needed, he dropped on a pillar of wind into the shadows of a doorway, moments before their target turned into the alley. As the man approached, Cal stepped out, his codex held up and one hand raised, magic shining between his fingers.

“Stop right there,” he called.

The dark figure jerked to a halt, turned, and made to run back the way he came. But Raya dashed into the alley behind him, drawing her sword as she ran. Their target stopped in the middle of the lane, stiff with tension as he stared at her, trapped between his pursuers.

Cal could still feel the dark magic around the cloaked figure as he strode up behind him and grabbed his hood. The man ducked, trying to break clear, but the movement just pushed him up against the wall, trapped with Cal to one side and Raya to the other.

Cal got a good hold on the stranger’s hood and yanked it down. He called a gust of wind through the windows above them, making the oil lamps there burn more brightly. Their light illuminated the man, revealing someone not much older than Cal. His face was normal on one side, but the other half was twisted with dark energy.

This wasn’t the face of a hollowmage, those poor souls broken by the Spellbreaker as he stole their power from their codexes. Cal wondered briefly if he was one of the Spellbreaker’s vessels, the people who carried within them fragments of the Spellbreaker’s own dark power—in the same way Cal carried the Spellweaver. But the man looked afraid in a manner Nostanus, the vessel Cal faced before, most definitely had not. He trembled before Cal, hands shaking, skin pale and clammy, eyes wide. There was none of the fierce defiance and dark rage that filled that other vessel. And more than that, his face looked strangely familiar.

Cal squinted and turned his head to one side, focusing on the features that weren’t warped and scarred by magic. Had he met this man somewhere before? If so, where? The guy seemed familiar yet unfamiliar, like an old friend he hadn’t seen in a decade or a relative of someone Cal knew.

Finally, realization dawned. This man looked a lot like Princess Olivia.

“Who are you?” Cal asked.

“My name is Voren,” the man croaked. “Crown Prince of the Empire of Yaetis. Or at least I was until the sickness in the palace swept all that away.”


Chapter 18

The man standing before Cal and Raya must have been Olivia’s younger brother, Crown Prince Voren, the one she said succumbed to madness and tried to kill the king in his sleep. There was certainly an intensity to Voren, and it would be hard to deny something corrupted him, given the dark energy warping one side of the prince’s face. But he didn’t talk like an assassin… or like someone possessed by dark forces. Instead, he seemed anxious, twitchy, a man facing terror and uncertainty.

Then again, perhaps that’s what the sickness did, fed on paranoia to twist people to terrible ends.

“You were following us,” Cal stated. “There was no other reason for someone to be on that rooftop, hiding their identity.”

“I was,” Voren admitted.

“Why?”

“I’ve been watching out for my sister, Princess Olivia. I saw you talking with her.”

“She must talk with a lot of people. That’s not a reason to follow me.”

“You were with mages from the Library.”

Cal kept his expression neutral. He was surprised Voren managed to spot him and work out who he was with, yet didn’t realize Cal was a mage himself. Given Cal’s control of the carriage, and how he caught up with the prince, that seemed to indicate something was wrong with Voren’s mental state. At the very least, he was distracted. But his inability to work that out could be a good thing, since Cal wasn’t supposed to draw attention to himself.

“I did come to town with mages, yes,” Cal said.

“That’s why I followed you. I have to make sure my sister is safe, and… and…”

Voren’s words trailed off into an anguished growl. He winced, half his body clenching, and he clutched his face.

“No,” the prince snapped. "Not now, not now.”

“Not what now?” Cal asked. “If you don’t want to talk to us, you’re going to have to give us a really good reason to go away.”

The prince twisted in on himself, one hand grabbing the warped side of his face, the other held out claw-like in front of him. His back curled, and he slid down the wall into a crouch at their feet, rocking back and forth.

“I don’t care what you think. I’ve made my choice,” he snapped. “My family matters more than you. I’m going to protect her. I’m going to keep my sister safe.” He banged the palm of his hand against the side of his head. “Not again. No, not again.”

Cal and Raya stared at him in confusion.

“I don’t think he’s even talking to us,” Cal said. “It’s like there’s someone else in his head, and they’re having an argument.”

“Not a good sign,” Raya said. “Though if he’s gone crazy or been possessed, could that be why he attacked the king? Because he’s not even himself?”

“Maybe it’s magic. Maybe someone’s trying to control him.”

“Can magic do that?” Raya looked at Cal in alarm. “Can you do that?”

“I can’t, and I don’t know anyone who can, but that doesn’t mean it’s impossible. I mean, I didn’t even know a single mage a year ago, so who knows how much there is for us still to learn.”

Voren’s speech descended into a low mutter, then he finally fell silent. After a few breaths, he raised his gaze to look up at Cal and Raya.

“Olivia isn’t safe,” he said. “As long as she remains in the palace, she’s going to be in constant danger.”

Cal eyed the prince warily. He seemed vulnerable now, but according to his own sister, he attacked their father, the king. Was it possible he might hurt Olivia, too? The words didn’t seem like a threat, but perhaps it was veiled, or perhaps one part of him was trying to protect his family from the other. Either way, this had to be related to the magical sickness that afflicted the palace and the people there.

“What do you mean?” Cal asked. “And what do you know about the sickness in the palace?”

Voren took a deep, shuddering breath and looked away from them, his chin pressed against his chest. He wrapped his arms around his knees and rocked gently back and forth.

“The sickness began a few months ago,” Voren said. “People became weak and tired, distracted and unfocused. Little things at first, but noticeable and more debilitating as time progressed.

“But that wasn’t really the beginning. This disease has been looming over my family since the days of Yaetis. Perhaps it’s best to see that progression as like the progression of the sickness itself: something slow and dreadful that drags you down a little at a time.”

He pressed a hand against his mouth and coughed. It was a dry, rattling sound, like an earthquake shaking a tomb, flinging the bones around inside. It was only once the coughing fit passed that he spoke again.

“How much do you know about the early days of the Empire?”

“Not a lot of call for history lessons where we grew up,” Raya said. “If it didn’t help you grow your dinner or keep your house from falling down, it wasn’t part of the curriculum.”

“Learning isn’t just about practicality; it’s about making life richer.”

“Easy to say when you’re rich already.” Raya’s voice cut like a blade. Cal could see the prince was trying her patience, and she would feel a need to push him soon, to force something more focused out. But Cal didn’t think that was the way to deal with this poor, broken man.

“Tell us about the history,” he said, crouching face to face with Voren. “Help us understand.

Cal could almost hear Raya rolling her eyes as she folded her arms and took a step back, but she didn’t interrupt.

“The stories tell us how strong Yaetis was,” Voren said. “How he founded an empire through the power of his will and the might of his armies. How he rode into battle and drove his enemies before him. People hear those stories, and they fill them with their own imaginations. In their minds, Yaetis is an immense warrior, all muscle and martial prowess.

“But that’s only part of the truth. Yaetis was also a powerful mage, and he used dark magic to expand the Empire. Our nation was born rooted in magic, bound to the powers he used.”

Cal nodded. Azamar had said almost as much to him.

“But it wasn’t just Yaetis using that dark power,” Voren continued. “The power used him, too. It wormed its way into the heart of his empire and his family. Now it lurks in our bloodline, calling to us, an evil we must constantly resist, or risk being overpowered.

“For generations, most of us held strong and kept the black magic out. But sometimes, some of them listened and allowed the darkness in. Perhaps they didn’t believe the stories. Perhaps they believed they were stronger than the powers they grappled with. Perhaps they were simply too weak to resist. It doesn’t matter. What matters is the darkness ultimately triumphs.”

“Is that what happened to you?” Cal asked. “Is that why you tried to kill your father? Because the darkness took control of you?”

Voren shook his head and gave a bitter laugh.

“Not me. It was my father who gave in to the power.”

Cal stared at him, open-mouthed. Surely this couldn’t be true? The King of Yaetis couldn’t be the one who put the Empire and all its citizens in danger.

“Why would he do that?” Cal asked.

Voren shook his head again.

“The Empire of Yaetis hasn’t exactly been thriving during my father’s rule. There are rebellions in the east, regional governors becoming too powerful to control, and neighbors pressing at our borders. Trade routes have been weakened and manufacturers have given up their work, undermining the economy. Some people even disregard the Empire’s authority, ignoring the orders of tax collectors and the law. Last month, the circuit judges were chased out of Neiderville by a peasant mob, with the local lords secretly encouraging them, and that’s only the latest in decades’ worth of problems.

“My father saw power slipping through his fingers and tried to cling on tight, to hold together the empire that Yaetis built, but for years nothing he did seemed to work. In retrospect, the problem was obvious. An empire that was built by dark magic can’t be maintained with just diplomacy; for better or for worse, it needs that magic to bind it together, to keep its fractious parts from splintering. And though the rest of us didn’t know it, father found the answer he needed.

“A while ago, I noticed my father withdrawing from public appearances. Instead of going out to influence courtiers and common people, he spent many nights in the catacombs beneath the palace—sometimes days locked away. A terrible tension fell across the palace, no one knew their place or their routines without him providing orders and ensuring the stability of his rule. All the while, the sickness in the palace grew worse, a rottenness of the spirit that ate at the bodies of the people there.”

The prince let out a long, exhausted breath and pushed himself back to his feet, using the wall for support. One side of his face was still warped, but it was easier to look at, as if the sinister power twisting it had settled and seeped away. Perhaps his sharing lessened its horrors.

“I knew things were bad, but not how bad. Perhaps the evidence wasn’t there yet, or perhaps I didn’t want to see it. No one wants to believe their monarch is a monster. How much worse to learn your own father walked such a path. But in the end, the proof became overwhelming. I couldn’t blind myself to it anymore.” He scrubbed a shaky hand through his hair, still leaning against the wall for strength. His gaze met Cal’s.

“It was the mages that showed me the truth.”

“The mages from the Library?” Cal asked. Azamar hadn’t told him about any contact with the prince, but it would be just like the Mages’ Council to have agents in the palace, to shape the nation in secret from the safety of the shadows.

“No.” Voren shook his head. “The royal mages. The ones who guard the royal family. Men and women trained to the highest standards of combat, trained to use spells alongside their swords, men and women completely devoted to the Empire and the royal family. Mages who would do anything my father commanded. There was no need to do what he did, to make them into…”

Voren shuddered and shook his head. Cal had never seen anyone so miserable.

“When I saw how he broke his own guards, corrupting them the way the magic corrupted our line, I couldn’t ignore what was happening anymore. I had to find out the truth, to know for certain what he’d done. I hoped I could reason with him, could fix what he set in motion. But part of me knew there was little hope, given everything I had seen. Perhaps that’s why I wore my sword—because I knew I might have to do far worse than watch. So, one day, I followed my father down to the catacombs. I saw him talking with a man made of shadow, clothed from head-to-toe in black armor.”

Cal stiffened and glanced at Raya. She stared back at him with the same terrible certainty he felt in his own heart. That black armor was how Nostanus appeared in the end, after he cast off any pretense of loyalty to the Library’s cause. It was the attire of the Spellbreaker and the vessels that housed pieces of him.

That meant the king was working with powers far darker than even Voren realized.

“I watched from the shadows,” the prince continued. “I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I saw the intensity of my father and the power this person had over him. Dark magic flowed between them. This was the source of the disease in the palace. This was the force that my father had turned to instead of acting like a king.

“After a while, the armored man left, disappearing into the darkness. My father turned, and I tried to duck back behind a pillar, but he saw me. He called me out of hiding, asked what I saw. And then he offered me a deal, a chance to be part of his plans, to accept the power and work alongside him. When the time came, I could follow him to the throne.

“I asked what that meant for Olivia, and he only laughed, but it was a dreadful sound. Believing that the good man I had always known was still there, I tried to reason with him, to persuade him that there was a better way. I would work with him if he just rejected the darkness.

“He would have none of it. He accused me of weakness, of betrayal, of being the reason why the Empire was crumbling. He said that people like me were why all was lost. And then…” Voren swallowed. There were tears in his eyes. “Then he gathered his magic and attacked me. I drew my sword and tried to fight back, but what hope did I have against that magic? There was just one moment, one fleeting instant, in which I might have landed a killing blow, and I couldn’t do it. After all, he was my father.

“My sword was knocked from my hand, and his magic nearly overcame me. I fled, horribly injured, lucky I wasn’t dead from his attack. He chased me, and by the time I made it out of the catacombs, he’d begun calling for his guards, shouting that I tried to assassinate him. Fortunately, I knew every inch of the palace—I grew up running its halls. I managed to escape, but…” With trembling fingers, he touched the scarred side of his face. “I have been afflicted by this mark ever since.”

Cal reached out but stopped short of touching the scar. That pain wasn’t his to feel, and the thought of such dark magic unsettled him.

“Does it hurt?” he asked.

“More and more every day. It is consuming me, just as the dark magic must be consuming my father. I have decided that, before this is all over, I must stop him. Before he kills Olivia and everyone else in the palace, everyone in the capital, through the recklessness of his dark magic or the lives he needs to power it.”

Voren sighed and pushed himself away from the wall. He stood straight, and for the first time, his bearing seemed like that of a prince. Proud, strong, determined. The strength of true nobility. Had it taken these trials to bring it out of him?

“My father’s desire to make the Empire as great as it was in the days of Yaetis has made him a monster. That so-called greatness was a lie, a thing built on dark magic and the blood of the innocent. It cannot be allowed to govern our present or destroy our future.

“So, I went back. I found a new sword, and I used my knowledge of the palace to get back in. Everyone already believed I tried to kill the king, so why not do it? What was there left to lose?

“The answer, perhaps, was hope. I came close, managed to find him alone in his chambers. But I was not subtle enough, or maybe his magic alerted him I was there. He found me before I could attack him, and we fought. He beat me, and I was forced to flee again. That made the evidence against me even stronger. Everyone believed me to be an assassin. I had no hope of finding support in the palace, or of persuading people that my father was wrong. Perhaps if I had been wiser or subtler, I might have taken a different path, but it is hard to hold back in the face of something so awful.”

“You did right,” Raya said firmly. “Monsters have to be killed.”

“Perhaps, but now the monster is trying to kill me. My father is hunting me down, and there is nowhere safe for me to hide from him, his minions, and his magic. It’s only a matter of time before he gets to me.”

Voren looked at Cal, and a fire blazed in his eyes. He laid a hand on Cal’s shoulder. He didn’t shake any more. The grip was firm, determined.

“That’s why I was watching you,” Voren said. “I was trying to work out if you were people I could trust, people with the skills and power to do what I couldn’t. Please, I’m begging you, do what I failed to do: save Olivia, save Aerteria, save the entire Empire from my father’s corruption.”

Cal looked into Voren’s eyes, and he was convinced. There was no way the prince was lying about all of this. They came to the city expecting they might have to face him as a corrupt assassin bent on destroying his own family. Instead, they found a man in desperate need of their help, an ally in the fight they faced. And they learned the Spellbreaker’s power reached further than they ever imagined—controlling even the king.

“We are here to help you,” Cal said, gazing at that scarred and magic-riddled face. “Not just to help the others, but to help you, too. To cure you of your corruption and save as many lives as we can.”

Voren smiled for the first time.

“Thank you,” he said. “A thousand thank you's.”

Cal nodded. “But we can’t do this alone.”

He thought of Azamar and Oswerg, both far more experienced with their magic than he was, and far more knowledgeable about power, politics, and how to defeat the darkness of the Spellbreaker. If they were to have any hope, then it would come through leaning on their friends.

“Come with us,” Cal said, and headed down the alley, in the direction of the Shadowside Inn. “We’re going to get help.”


Chapter 19

Night fully descended across Aerteria, swathing the city in sheets of shadow. The last of the stallholders were clearing out of the marketplaces, rolling their dismantled booths away on wagons and handcarts. Sounds of laughter and singing emerged with the lamplight from the doorways of taverns, but with the summer nights so short, Cal doubted they would be open much longer. Surely, even in cities, everyone needed a good night’s sleep. But then he spotted the cleaners walking down the streets, clearing them of detritus while no one else was around, and realized that for some people, perhaps day and night were reversed. Did some of them live in the darkness and sleep through the day? Cities were strange places.

Cal, Raya, and Voren stalked through the capital’s streets, their hoods up to hide their faces, sticking to the shadows wherever they could. If they didn’t want to draw attention before, it was even more important now with a fugitive prince in their party.

Guard patrols were out and about, watching for criminals and troublemakers doing their illicit business under cover of night. Some guards lurked on street corners, watching the main thoroughfares. Others strolled the streets with a lazy, listless pace. They were easy to avoid, and Cal couldn’t help wondering how much good they were for keeping crime down. Maybe their mere presence put criminals off.

Once they told Voren where they were going, he took the lead. He lived most of his life in Aerteria and knew the streets far better than they did. Cal fell behind as he watched the people and places they passed, and after a moment, Raya dropped back to join him.

“Are you sure about this?” she whispered, gesturing at Voren. “Remember, we’re meant to be careful, and throwing in with him is about as far from careful as you can get.”

“I know, and I’m sure,” Cal replied, keeping his own voice low so that the prince wouldn’t hear. “Voren is clearly suffering, and I want to help him. More than that, studying his affliction will help us find a cure for the sickness that pervades the palace. That’s what we’ve come here for, right?”

“True, but…” Raya grimaced. “I don’t like thinking it, but what if he’s lying? We could be leading the enemy straight to our friends. This could destroy everything we’ve been working toward.”

“I believe Voren’s story. The magic in him has clearly been touched by the Spellbreaker, but it’s not the same, and his story makes sense. Do you really think he’d be acting like he is if he was lying to us?”

“I don’t want to think it, but sometimes hope can be a trap.” Raya squeezed Cal’s arm. “At least be a bit careful, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Something else worries me, too.”

“What’s that?”

“The strength of what we’re up against. It sounds as though the king is like Nostanus, but even more powerful. It was hard enough winning last time. What will this round be like? Remember, Azamar said there’s a powerful spell beneath the palace. If the king is going down into the catacombs, maybe he’s using it. He could be tapping into something formidable and deadly.”

“I’m concerned about that, too. Given the damage he’s caused to Voren, whatever he’s channeling must be terrible. If he really is tapping into the magic Yaetis used to build the Empire, it could be enough to crush armies and conquer kingdoms. That means you’re right, he may be stronger than Nostanus. But that doesn’t mean he’ll be more powerful than us.”

“Are you kidding?” Raya’s voice rose, and Voren turned to look at them with concern. She waved him on and lowered her voice again. “We barely beat Nostanus. How can a worse opponent not be more powerful than us?”

“Because we’re more powerful now. We’ve trained and studied every day at the Library. We’ve both learned how to fight better, and I’ve learned new ways to work with my magic. I even have a spell I didn’t before, a whole different type of power now that I can use the earth. We’re both exponentially stronger than we were back then, and when the time comes, that will make all the difference.”

“I like your optimism, but I’m not going to feel good about this for a long time.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll protect you, no matter what.”

“You’ll protect me? Ha, more like I’ll protect you. Which of us used to deal with the bullies back home?”

Though Raya’s words were defiant, her tone was gentler than usual, and she nudged closer to Cal. Their arms brushed against each other, and a tingle ran through him. He looked away, uncertain what his feelings meant.

A few streets later, Voren stopped at a junction so the others could catch up.

“There it is,” he said, nodding down the road. “The Shadowside Inn.”

“Great.” Raya strode toward the building steeped in shadows. “I could do with a rest.”

Cal worried the inn might be locked when they got back, meaning they’d have to wake someone to get in. Though the door was, in fact, locked, he didn’t take Ebba’s magic into account. As they approached, a tendril of shadow reached out to touch his face, tickling as it went. The tendril withdrew, the clunk of bolts sliding back sounded, and the door swung open.

They crept inside, intent on not disturbing Ebba or her other guests, and snuck into their room. Azamar lay snoring on one of the beds, sheets pulled up to his chin.

Cal opened his mouth in a jaw-cracking yawn and sat down on the edge of his bed. He had been up the whole of the previous night training with Oswerg, then he drove to the city, explored its streets, and finally chased Voren across the rooftops. Exhaustion dragged at his limbs; he was ready to lay his head down and collapse into sleep.

Voren stood uncertainly by the door, glancing at his companions. The room didn’t have a fourth bed.

“Maybe we can make you a bed from blankets,” Cal said quietly, trying not to disturb Azamar. “There must be some spare ones around here.”

“Don’t be daft,” Raya said. “You come and sleep with me. Voren can have your bed.”

“Are you sure?” Voren asked, echoing Cal’s own thoughts. “I wouldn’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

“Cal and I practically grew up together. We’ve been as close as this plenty of times, right, Cal?”

“Sure. Of course.”

Cal couldn’t argue with her logic, but still, something felt different as he crept over to her bed. This wasn’t like it was growing up. The atmosphere was different between them, a difference that crystallized the moment they nearly kissed on the warehouse roof. Or maybe they hadn’t, and Cal just imagined it, even hoped for it. Where did that leave him when it came to sharing a bed?

Hesitant, he pulled back the sheet and laid down next to Raya. Still tentative, he slid an arm around her, and she drew him close.

“Goodnight,” he whispered in her ear.

“Night,” she mumbled sleepily. “Sweet dreams.”

Cal closed his eyes. Lying this close to Raya, thoughts and feelings tumbled through his brain, so jumbled and agitated he wasn’t sure he would ever sleep.

But fatigue prevailed. It seemed like only a heartbeat had passed before he woke up to bright morning light streaming in through a crack in the shutters. Raya was still next to him, her back pressed against his body. His arm was around her, and she had her hand on his forearm, holding him against her. She mumbled something incoherent, then rolled over and wrapped her arm around Cal. He laid perfectly still, loath to spoil the moment. He inhaled a deep breath, the scent of her hair filling his nostrils.

Raya yawned, rubbed her eyes, and looked past Cal, blinking.

“Where are the others?” she asked sleepily.

Cal looked around. The other two beds were empty, Voren and Azamar gone.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I only just woke up.”

They got out of bed, still dressed in their clothes from the night before, and Cal reached for his boots. From somewhere below their room came the sound of voices.

“Maybe they’ve gone down for breakfast,” Cal suggested as he tied his laces.

“Great idea,” Raya said, pulling on her boots. “I’m famished.”

They headed down the stairs and through the entrance hall to a dining room near the front of the inn. It was lit with a bluish light, the inn’s shadow magic windows filtering the daylight from outside. The space was almost empty, the only occupants Ebba, Azamar, and Voren, who sat around a table in the center of the room. Cal wondered if there were really any other guests in the inn, or if that was a fictional story Ebba kept up for reasons of her own. Aside from the man she threw out on the first day, he hadn’t seen anyone else since they arrived.

“You are unbelievable,” Ebba said angrily as they entered the room. “Bringing someone like this into my inn.”

Azamar shrugged off her glare and reached for a slice of bread. “He’s a criminal. This is a hideout for criminals. It’s a natural fit.”

Voren, the object of their conversation, sat uncomfortably between the two mages, sipping from a simple pottery cup.

“I’m fine sheltering someone with sticky fingers, or a merchant trading without a license, but a prince who tried to kill the king is a whole other level.” Ebba pointed at Voren. “This could bring me real problems.”

“I’m sure that you’re capable of dealing with them.” Azamar smiled. “After all, you’re a gifted mage.”

“Don’t you try to butter me up. This is going to cost you.”

“I thought our stay was on the house, a reward for helping you out.”

“That was before you brought him here. This demands an extra fee.”

“You mean that you demand an extra fee.”

“Who else is going to make you take responsibility?”

Azamar groaned and reached into his robes. He pulled out a jingling pouch and tossed it to Ebba.

“That should cover any extra costs. Now, if you’re so worried about security, perhaps you could go close the windows and lock the door? Then we’re all less likely to be overheard.”

Ebba took the pouch, weighed it in her hand for a moment, then nodded. She got up out of her chair and gestured Cal and Raya toward the table.

“Breakfast’s out. Help yourselves.”

Then she strode from the room.

Azamar glared at Cal as he and Raya took seats at the table.

“You’d better tell me what you two have been up to,” the master mage said.

As quickly as he could, Cal explained the events of the previous night, Voren occasionally interjecting to clarify parts of his own tale. In between talking, Cal found moments to stuff bites of bread and honey into his mouth, or to take swigs from a cup of milk.

“I’m worried about the king,” Azamar said when the story was done. “And about how Princess Olivia fits into all of this. Who’s to say her bringing us here isn’t a trap, a way to deal with some of the Library’s higher ranking mages now that Nostanus has been defeated?”

“My sister would never do that,” Voren said. “She may be haughty, but she is good-hearted and would never turn on her friends.”

“Your father looked like a good monarch until the Spellbreaker got his claws into him, and the same magical infection that caught him has been drifting through the palace where your sister lives. She even brought us the story that you are the villain of this piece, the assassin who tried to kill the king. She is the one who rallied the Library on a mission that could end with hunting you down. Are you so naive as to think she is somehow immune from the darkness?”

“I…” Voren hesitated, then shook his head. “I don’t know.”

His voice was a low croak, the sound of a man distraught at the thought that his sister might have succumbed to the darkness they faced. It was hard to see, but Cal was glad Voren could at least admit the possibility.

“We need to get ahead of Olivia,” Azamar continued. “At least until we know for sure which side she is on. To do that, we need information, an inside view of what’s happening in the palace.”

“I can tell you more about what I know.” Voren sat up straighter, pleased to be able to help, but Azamar shook his head.

“You were expelled. Anything you tell us will be out of date. We’re going to the palace before the coronation anniversary to get a sense of things, so we’ll have a better idea of the place and its occupants before Olivia invites us in.”

“I can sketch you a map of the grounds, while you prepare,” Voren said. “If you have something I can use for it.”

“Ebba!” Azamar shouted.

The dwarf appeared around the dining room door. “Yes?”

“Do you have paper and something our friend can write with?”

“Of course. Give me a moment.”

Ebba hurried off again.

Azamar got out of his seat.

“Cal, you’re going to need to get in some earth magic training too; we all need to be at our best before we enter the palace.”

Cal nodded. That made perfect sense.

“Should I head out of the city to find Oswerg?” he asked.

“No. It’s time for me to call him here.”

“How are you going to do that?”

“Ebba!” Azamar shouted again.

Once more, the innkeeper returned. She set some scraps of paper and sticks of charcoal on the table in front of Voren.

“No need to keep shouting,” she groused. “At least not unless you want me to put my fees up, to make up for all the other customers you’ll chase away.”

“What customers?” Cal asked, curious who else might be around.

“That would be telling.”

“I have something for you,” Azamar said, a twinkle in his eye.

“Really?” Ebba grinned. “It’s about time.”

“Here.” Azamar tossed her another pouch of coins. “That’s for your floor.”

“Go on then.” Ebba sighed. “At least you’re paying for the headache this time.”

Azamar pushed a couple of tables back and took a position in the middle of the room, feet planted wide apart. He pulled his robes up and took a few sharp breaths, reached inside his satchel to touch his codex, then clenched his fists and started punching the ground. The blows formed a controlled tap-tap-tap pattern. He paused, then repeated it, and again, head tilting to one side to listen after each round.

“What are you doing?” Cal asked.

Before Azamar could answer, the ground shuddered. He stepped back, and Cal instinctively imitated the move, leaving a patch of clear floor near where Azamar was just punching.

The shuddering grew louder, and the whole room shook. Suddenly, Oswerg burst through the floor, rising on a pillar of rock.

The shaking stopped at the same time the pillar stopped. Oswerg stepped down off the rock and strode over to Ebba.

“Good to see you, Ebba,” he said, holding out his hand.

Ebba knocked his hand aside and instead hugged the ogre, who hugged her back. It was a curious sight, the smallest and tallest people in the room finding a way to wrap their arms around each other, but somehow it worked.

“It’s been far too long,” Ebba said. “And you’re still a menace to my floor.”

Cal stared at the place where Oswerg appeared, amazed. This was a whole new use of magic to him. After a moment’s consideration, he realized it must be the earth mage equivalent to flying—a way to travel through the world without other people getting in the way. He would have to learn that soon; he wanted to have as many options as possible when a challenge arose.

Oswerg turned back to the place where he appeared. He pressed a hand against the stone pillar, and it descended back into the ground. Then he swept a hand across the dirt, flattening it out. A hole in the floorboards was the only thing left.

Ebba stepped up and waved her hand. Magic flowed from her, and the flooring, made of shadow magic, seemed to stretch out from the edges of the hole, knitting itself back together again. She winced as the last board slid into place; the exertion clearly took a toll.

“What’s going on, then?” Oswerg asked. “Must be serious if you’ve called me in already. I had a nice spot out there past the walls.”

Azamar sat back down at the breakfast table, and Oswerg joined him. They both ate while Azamar caught Oswerg up on what happened since they came in through the city gates.

“Heavy stuff,” Oswerg said. “At least we’re making progress.”

“We certainly are.” Azamar set his cup aside. “That’s why Cal needs some more training in earth magic—the heavy stuff—for what lies ahead.”

“All right.” Oswerg nodded. “We can do that.”

He pushed his chair back and took a grip on the codex that, as usual, hung on a chain around his neck.

“Hold on there,” Ebba said, holding up her hands. “I’m not having you walking disaster zones throwing magic around inside my tavern. If you’re going to do this, I must insist you take it outside. And you”—she looked pointedly at Oswerg—“keep the damage to a minimum.”

“Don’t I always?”

“Almost never.” Ebba jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “There’s a yard out back you can use.”


Chapter 20

Cal followed Oswerg out of the dining room and down the hall to the back of the building. As Ebba indicated, a door there opened and led to a patch of packed dirt surrounded by walls of the same black stuff that formed the inn.

“All right.” Oswerg rolled his shoulders and went to stand at the far side of the yard, facing Cal. “Time to practice. I’m going to push you harder this time.”

“You pushed me pretty hard before,” Cal said as he held out his hand and summoned his codex.

“That?” Oswerg chuckled. “That was nothing, just warming you up. This time it’s for real.”

Cal braced himself. He wished he had more time to rest first, so he could digest his breakfast and wrap his head around everything that had happened. But their enemies weren’t going to leave him time for dinner, so he couldn’t expect his trainers to either.

“Magical sparring,” Oswerg announced. “And no wind tricks. Just use your earth magic, understood?”

“Absolutely.” Cal clutched his codex and readied himself.

Oswerg leaned over and touched the ground with one finger. A line ran from him through the dirt, forming a ring around the outer edge of the yard, with Cal and Oswerg enclosed within it. It shone with magical power, like a crystal catching the light.

“To protect the inn from damage,” the ogre explained.

Cal waited for his master to start the fight, but realized why should he? Oswerg told him they were sparring, and winning fights were as much about seizing the initiative as about what magic he used.

Letting the magic of his earth spell flow through him, Cal reached out into the world. He didn’t just want to move the earth, he wanted to form something from it, something that wasn’t already there for him to use. Power flowed from him, and the air in front of him shimmered as he started creating a boulder to fling at Oswerg.

Before the boulder fully manifested, the ground beneath Cal shook. He kept his attention on his summoning, refusing to be distracted. He knew it was probably part of Oswerg’s plan, designed to throw Cal off balance and seize the initiative, but he wasn’t falling for it.

Cal felt a strange sensation around his feet, and something shifted and moved. He glanced down and discovered his shoes were sinking into the ground.

“What the—”

Cal tried to pull his foot out, but the dirt rapidly covered it, enclosing around his legs as he continued to sink. He squirmed and wriggled, pressing his hands against the unstable terrain, his attempts to summon a boulder entirely forgotten. Still, the ground kept shaking and Cal kept sinking until he was waist deep in the yard.

He looked over at Oswerg, who smirked at him, one hand pressed against the soil.

“Pretty good, right?” Oswerg asked.

The ogre stood up and brushed the dust from his hands. Though the shaking stopped, Cal was still trapped, half-buried beneath a mountain of dirt.

Cal stopped squirming. He was there to practice his spells, and that was what he needed to use to get out of this. He focused on his earth magic, channeling its power from the atmosphere around him, from his codex, from the well that resided within his mind—the power of the Spellweaver. He pushed that energy into the earth, trying to reshape it, to make a way out. It should have been easy: it was earth magic trying to split open ordinary earth. But somehow, it didn’t work.

“I’ve surrounded you with crystal,” Oswerg explained. “It’s a subset of earth magic, like smoke is part of wind magic. It falls outside the scope of the spell you have. You’ll need to acquire more earth spells to manipulate it.”

That made sense, but wasn’t much help. As far as he knew, there was no handy shrine around where he could go and learn crystal magic, even if he did manage to drag himself up out of the dirt.

“I get it,” Cal said, nodding. “A useful lesson. Sometimes I’ll run up against magics I can’t directly counter with my own. Now, can you please take me out of the crystal so we can carry on?”

Oswerg smirked and shook his head.

“Earth is solid, stable, immovable,” he said. “If you’re going to work with it, you’ll have to learn how to fight while being completely immobilized, like you are right now.”

“But I have other magic I can use to move around.”

“That doesn’t matter. There will be times when only earth can give you what you need, and you’ll need to work within its limits.” Oswerg pressed one hand against his codex and held the other out. Clods of earth rose from the ground to float around him. “Now, get ready to defend yourself.”

Cal channeled his magic into the sand and clay around him. Now that he knew about it, he could sense the location of the crystal and its boundaries. He couldn’t move anything within that space, but there was still dirt surrounding it.

That was within his power.

He drew the earth up around him, using it to form barriers as solid as stone. Oswerg flung an earth missile through the air, and it smacked into one of them. He flung another at a gap between Cal’s defenses, but Cal moved one of the blocks of earth, and the missile crumbled against it.

Cal grinned. He felt like he was getting the hang of his new power, like he could do things that were impossible the last time he tried. One of his blocks cracked as another missile hit, but with a flick of his hand, he resealed it.

“Is that all you’ve got?” he called out.

“I could ask you the same question,” Oswerg replied.

There was a resounding thud as another missile hit Cal’s fortifications. This time it didn’t just crack one of the barriers, but shattered it, showering Cal in gravel. He hastily flung up another wall, just in time to stop the next projectile. Oswerg prowled around him, looking for new angles to attack from.

As Cal struggled to shore up his crumbling defenses, another idea struck him. He might not be able to manipulate the crystal he was stuck in, but if he could move the earth around him, maybe he wasn’t completely immobile after all.

As Oswerg strode past to his left, Cal churned up the ground around him, then yanked at a section of it with his magic. The crystal surrounding him was jerked a half turned around, taking Cal with it. Instead of getting behind Cal, Oswerg faced him again. Cal flung a dirt spear at his master, forcing him to defend himself as Cal worked out what to do next.

Maybe he could make more than just barriers and missiles. He reached into the surrounding dirt and drew it to him, compacting the soil even further, turning it into rock. He shaped the rock into a pair of crude arms. Cal reached out with them, grabbing at Oswerg, who laughed as he stepped back.

“Very clever,” Oswerg called out. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”

“How about this?”

Cal reached down into the earth underneath the crystal. Now that he’d made those arms, perhaps he could do something similar even in places where he couldn’t see what he was doing. He shifted and compressed the earth, pleased with himself as it moved according to his direction. Soon, Cal stepped out of the hole, his body still encased in crystal, but raised on a pair of oversized stone legs.

“Very good,” Oswerg said, and clapped one hand against his codex. “I never thought of doing that. Martha was right about your innate talent, about how much power and skill you bring.”

They kept sparring, Cal using the rock body he formed to fight his opponent. For once, he was larger than Oswerg, but clumsy. The ogre was used to fighting in his own body, and that gave him an advantage. He constantly outmaneuvered Cal, but Cal didn’t mind. He got to practice using his new magic. That, to him, was the real win.

After an hour, Oswerg released Cal from the crystal, and the two of them continued with conventional sparring. They summoned rocks and stone weapons to fight with, practiced shifting the ground beneath each other, and using the earth for protection. It was exhausting but satisfying. By the time they stopped, Cal felt like he was ready to take on the world.

“All right,” Oswerg said at last. “That’ll do for the morning.”

The ogre lowered the dirt shield he had been using and stepped back to the edge of the yard. He touched the ring that surrounded the combatants, stopping their magic from flying out and hitting the building or the wider city. Oswerg’s magic faded, and the line in the dirt disappeared.

Together, they headed back inside the Shadowside Inn.

“I’m going to catch up with Ebba,” Oswerg said. “You gonna go rest for a while?”

“Maybe,” Cal said. “I want to find Raya first. I’ve an idea for an upgrade for her, inspired by what we were just doing.”

“You never stop, do you?” Oswerg chuckled. “Go on, then. I’ll see you later.”

Cal went up to their room, but no one was there. Raya might have gone out on her own, but he thought she would at least have told him first, so he went roaming around the inn instead, to see if he could find her. Eventually, the sound of thuds and bangs drew him to a room near the rear of the establishment.

The room was mostly bare, with a heavy mat for a floor and padding on the lower half of the walls—similar to the indoor training rooms back at the Library. Raya stood in the middle of the room, facing off against a dark gray human-sized construct that seemed to be made of pure shadow magic. On her hands, Raya wore the gloves Cal infused with earth magic for her. As he watched, she dodged an attack by the construct, then swung a fist. She hit the construct in the face, and shattered its head. It collapsed to the ground.

“Wow,” Cal said. “That was quite a punch.”

“All thanks to these.” Raya flexed the gloves. “Thanks for turning me into a titan.”

Shadows flowed across the floor, and the construct reformed, rising to face Raya.

“Where did you get that thing?” Cal asked as she squared off against it again.

“Ebba made it for me and showed me how to use this place.” Raya dodged the construct’s attacks again, then swept past, kicking its legs out from under it as she went. It fell to the ground, and she punched it in the back, smashing it once more. “Turns out these gloves are particularly powerful against magical targets.”

“Does that include me?” Cal asked, and grinned. “Am I going to regret arming you?”

“Only if you really piss me off.” As the construct rose, Raya punched it once more, throwing it across the room and into the wall. “Why, are you planning on stealing my lunch?”

“Is it a good lunch?”

“I don’t know yet. That depends on Ebba.”

“Then it’s safe for now. How about if, instead of taking something from you, I give you something?”

Raya held out a hand, her fingers forming a letter L, and the reconstructed creature stopped advancing on her. She turned to look at Cal, one eyebrow raised.

“Like what?” she asked.

“Since I upgraded your offense earlier, I thought I should upgrade your defense, too. That way, you’ll have something more than your wind armor, something that covers your entire body. After all, it looks like we’re about to get into some serious fights.”

“I could go for that. But you’ll need something other than gloves this time, right?”

“Do you have an old shirt and a pair of pants I could use?”

“Sounds a lot like you’re trying to get me out of my clothes.” Raya raised an eyebrow, and Cal chuckled before abruptly stopping and looking away. “Not that I’m going to stop you. I mean, stop you from giving me armor, not stop you from…” She took a deep breath, then headed for the door. “Come on, let’s go find something.”

They headed up to their room. There was still no sign of Voren or Azamar. Raya rummaged in her pack, then pulled out a worn pair of heavyweight pants and a shirt with several patches.

“Will these do?” she asked, handing them to Cal.

“Perfect.” Cal laid the clothes on the bed, then placed his hands on them. He called on his earth magic and let it flow into the clothes, infusing them with power to make them strong and protective. Another thought hit him: he and Oswerg experimented with mixing elements before, so why not try it again? With the earth magic imbued into the fabric, he called on the power of the wind. The clothing rippled as wind magic flowed into them, making them lighter and more breathable, without compromising their magical toughness. Once he was done, he picked them up. It was like holding the weight of a single feather. Yet, when he tried to tear them, they were indestructible.

“Here,” he said. “I told you I’d protect you.”

Raya blushed, just a little.

“Thanks,” she said, her voice softer than before. “I really appreciate it.”

She took the clothes, and her fingers brushed against Cal’s. She seemed to linger like that for a moment, then tugged the clothes away.

“I should try these on,” she said. “Make sure they fit before we get into a fight.”

“Good idea.” Cal smiled.

“So…” Raya stared at him.

“So, what?” Cal asked, confused.

“So, at least turn around. I’m not getting undressed in front of you.”

“Oh, right!” Cal spun around. There was a rustling noise behind him, and the sound of a set of clothes being discarded, before she put the others on.

“You can turn around now.”

Cal did as he was told. Raya stood dressed in her new magical armor, which looked so ordinary she would have no trouble wearing it in public. She tightened the strings at the top of the shirt and smiled.

“Seriously, Cal, thanks for this. I really like it.”

She took a step closer to him, and he struggled to think of something to say. Then the door burst open, and Azamar appeared.

“There you are,” he said. “Come on, it’s lunch time.”

After a hearty meal in the inn’s dining hall, they spent the rest of the day training—Raya with her construct and Cal with Oswerg—while Azamar picked Voren’s brains about the layout of the palace and what they might find there. The group gathered again not long before dusk for a late dinner and to finalize their plans.

“You will stay here, Voren,” Azamar said as Ebba cleared the plates away.

“But I can help,” Voren pointed out. “I know my way around the palace, and I can handle a sword.”

“You’re also the best-known face out of any of us. You radiate a magic that could tell the Spellbreaker we’re there. It’s too risky.”

Voren sagged in his seat but nodded his acceptance.

“Very well. If I must, I’ll stay.”

As dusk turned to full darkness, Cal, Raya, Oswerg, and Azamar gathered in the hallway of the inn. Raya wore her magic gloves, armored clothes, and both swords. Oswerg carried his stone club. All the mages held their codexes.

“Ready?” Azamar asked, looking at each of them in turn.

“Ready,” they replied in unison.

“Very well. Let’s go break into the palace.”


Chapter 21

For the second time in as many nights, Cal crept through the streets of Aerteria. Raya paced along beside him, though this time Azamar and Oswerg accompanied them, not Voren. Much as Cal liked the prince, he preferred things this way. He knew Azamar and Oswerg would have his back in a fight, and they had the power to win if someone came against them. Under the current circumstances, that counted for a lot.

Azamar directed them through the streets, heading for the palace. He chose back routes and narrow, darkened alleyways. The major streets were still busy, and they didn’t want to draw attention. Even with their codexes hidden away and weapons carried discretely against their bodies, they were a group that would attract attention by virtue of Azamar’s bright robes and Oswerg’s looming presence.

“This way,” Azamar hissed as they approached the hill the palace was built on. “I want to get as close as possible.”

The roads near the palace were mostly wide, creating space for the wealthier people and businesses who dwelt close to the heart of power, as well as wide areas that could be cleared to defend the palace against attack. But there were still back alleys and service entrances, parked carriages and piles of goods waiting to be put away, all of which provided cover as they approached. They progressed from one shadow to the next, out of sight. It seemed strange to Cal such a crowded mass of people could surround them and still go unnoticed: one more irony of city life.

At last, they stood in the shadow of a stable by the base of the hill, where the ground rose sharply, and the buildings stopped. Cal looked up toward the palace. He was glad the plan was to use Oswerg’s earth magic to tunnel inside, because he didn’t think any of them could creep up that slope without being seen.

Oswerg placed both hands on his codex and braced himself, like he expected to be attacked. He raised one foot and slammed it down, stomping on the ground. He raised the other foot and did the same, then went back and forth between the two for a series of heavy steps. Behind him, Raya acted as a lookout in case anyone heard the sound and came to investigate.

Nothing happened. The earth seemed the same as before. Cal assumed it would just take time to form the tunnel, but Oswerg frowned, his face twisting with confusion.

“Something’s wrong,” he said, and leaned over, pressing his palm against the ground. His frown deepened. “I don’t know why, but the earth here feels wrong, rotten maybe.”

“I’ve seen you dig your way through a swamp before, not to mention the solid stone of a mountain,” Azamar said. “Surely you can tunnel through a garbage patch?”

“It’s not like that.” Oswerg shook his head. “Something’s wrong with the elements. Trying to manipulate this ground is like trying to move an arm lost to frostbite.”

Cal crouched beside Oswerg and pressed his own hand against the dirt. He reached into it using his earth magic, feeling how the elements responded, the way the magic trickled around them. The ogre master mage was right—there was something deeply wrong here. The elements barely responded to Cal’s touch. He could feel the potential for magic, but distant, cold, and sluggish… like it didn’t want to respond to him.

He closed his eyes and focused on the details. Something else emerged, something he missed at first. It was like standing on a mountain, looking at the scenery. Like when you can see the rocks, the trees, the streams of melt water flowing from the snow above, but you can’t notice the mountain itself, because all the details are contained within it. Where he stood now, he couldn’t see the city, only its streets. Looking into the ground, he felt the absence of a response from the earth, but couldn’t see the bigger thing surrounding it.

“There’s a powerful spell here,” he said.

Azamar joined him and Oswerg, pressing both hands into the dirt. The fire mage might not be able to manipulate the earth, but he could still sense the flow of magic through it.

“You’re right,” he said. “Perhaps a layer of defense the king or the Spellbreaker put into place, or perhaps a side effect of their corruption.”

“If it’s impeding our magic, how are we going to get inside?” Cal asked.

Oswerg ran a hand across the ground, picking up a handful of soil and letting it trickle through his fingers. As he did so, he pressed his hand against his codex, and the grains of dirt ran to the right, then to the left in response to his power.

“We can still use earth magic,” Oswerg said. “But I’ll need your help, Cal, and even then, it won’t be easy.”

Cal grinned. It was a relief to know they still had a way in, and exciting to make magic together with Oswerg. He was eager to see what the earth master would do and learn from his example.

Holding out his hand, Cal called upon his codex. It dropped out of the air into his palm, its pages rustling with the same excitement Cal felt. He took a breath and focused his magical senses, peering through the spell that fogged his perspective, finding the strands of earth power.

“I’m ready,” he said.

Oswerg called quietly to Raya, who gave up her watch position and came to stand by them.

“No one in the street,” she whispered. “You’ve got a little while, at least, before anyone comes.”

Oswerg drew on his power and held one hand out, swaying it back and forth in a slow arc. The ground shook and earth rose in a circle around them, curling in to form a sphere that surrounded the group. As it closed in at the top, the light of the stars and moon disappeared, and for a moment they were plunged into darkness.

Cal’s first instinct was fear at his own helplessness and vulnerability, but he shoved it away. He was a mage; he didn’t need to see. Cal could sense the shape of the earth around him and the wind blowing above its surface. He was never truly in the dark.

There was a hiss as Azamar called a flame to life and illuminated the interior of the earthen sphere. Its four inhabitants blinked in the sudden light.

“What now?” he asked.

“Now we tunnel, with this to help us,” Oswerg said, and turned to Cal. “You know which way we’re going?”

“Roughly.”

“Good enough. You just need to focus on moving the earth out of the way, creating space ahead of us. I’ll move us forward. Pay attention to which way I’m pushing and try to clear a path in that direction. Got it?”

Cal nodded and placed his empty hand against the wall of packed earth. Through it, he could feel the ground below them, and the hill beyond.

“On three,” Oswerg said. “One, two, three…”

Cal focused on the earth beneath them, pushing against the magic that corrupted it to reach into its elements. The terrain softened, parted, and there was a shift in his stomach as their orb descended into the ground.

Almost immediately, Cal felt the corrupted earth pushing in around them. Its dark power resisted his magic, trying to stop him from clearing a way. It felt like it sucked up his magic, rotting it as he put it into the world. He had to push twice, three times as hard to make progress, because so much was being siphoned off and destroyed, diminishing his results. But he kept working, kept striving, kept clearing a way for them, first sinking them deeper into the ground, then tunneling through it, into the hill.

Oswerg struggled too, his muscles straining, sweat breaking out across his face. They were moving, pushing through the space that Cal cleared with his power, but it was slow going. Every foot of movement felt like dragging a boulder through a swamp.

Oswerg and Cal strained and grunted while the others watched them with concern. Cal felt the effort through his whole body: the tensing of his muscles, the hammering of his heart, his breaths that came hard and heavy. His head ached as he pushed with all his might to drive a channel through the dirt to get them where they needed to go.

He adjusted his hands against the wall of the sphere and leaned even harder against it, his forehead almost touching the compacted earth. A light flashed across the surface, not the glow of Azamar’s flame, but something brighter, whiter. Cal looked over his shoulder. Though he still saw the white light, he couldn’t tell where it came from.

“Cal,” Raya said, her voice tight. “Your eyes are flashing.”

Cal swallowed. His hands were clammy against the soil. It must be the Spellweaver’s power trying to take control in a moment of crisis, like before. Now that he was aware of it, he realized he drew unthinkingly on that power, using it to give him the extra strength against the hostile spell. That was it. He needed to keep tapping into the Spellweaver’s power to keep them moving.

As he turned his attention to it, that power flowed faster, and the sphere lurched, speeding up as it tunneled through the hill. Fear turned to exhilaration as Cal imagined what he could do with the boost in magic.

But was that even his will talking, or was it the Spellweaver? In a sense, they were the same. Cal was the reincarnation of a magical force that appeared over and over throughout generations. Yet, in another sense, they were separate, two wills inhabiting a single body. Last time he called on this power, it took over entirely. He lost himself, blacking out while the Spellweaver did its work. Afterward, he was exhausted, out of action for days. He couldn’t afford that now, not with what lay ahead of them inside the palace. Sure, they were just gathering intel, but the palace was hostile ground. A fight was inevitable, and he must be ready to face it.

Just as he braced his body before, he braced his mind now, making it immovable. He planted his will in the Spellweaver’s path, not allowing it to take over his body.

“This is mine,” he hissed through gritted teeth. “You can help, but you can’t have control.”

There was a flash of something from the Spellweaver spirit—anger perhaps? Cal felt it push hard against him, trying to drive through and occupy his body. But Cal was stronger than before. He held his ground.

Cal’s power faded as the Spellweaver withdrew. The orb ground to a halt. Across the arena of Cal’s mind, he and the Spellweaver spirit faced each other.

“Well?” Cal asked, his tone tinged with exasperation. “Are you going to help, or are you going to leave us trapped here forever, while the Spellbreaker runs riot up there?”

Cal felt something like a sigh, and the Spellweaver’s power started flowing again. Cal channeled it through his spell, shifting the surrounding earth. His brow crumpled in concentration and the glow from his eyes faded. Oswerg strained, and they started moving again.

Raya placed a hand on Cal’s shoulder.

“Are you all right?” she asked, concern in her voice. “You don’t have to let this thing control you.”

“It’s fine,” Cal assured her. “I can handle it. Just be ready for when we get to the end of this.”

The sphere rolled on through the hill, Cal clearing the way and Oswerg pushing them. They picked up speed, like a ball rolling down an incline, though the flow of dirt around them told Cal they were actually going up. The Spellweaver’s power gained a momentum that was almost impossible to stop. Was that part of why the Spellbreaker fought against it? Because nothing else in the world could match its strength?

Cal felt their movement change and began parting stone instead of earth. A grinding sound erupted, coupled with a thud that ran through all their bodies. Oswerg bent over for a moment, hands on his thighs as he caught his breath, then raised a hand. The sphere of earth opened, and the group emerged.

Instantly, the close, trapped sound of their breathing inside the small orb was replaced by the echoes of a large, stone-walled room. Weapons glinted from racks all around, tiers of bunk beds lined the walls between them. Tattered banners and old weapons hung from the rafters above, trophies of long-ago victories.

Cal and Oswerg leaned against the nearest bed. Cal wiped the sweat from his brow with a trembling hand. Now that the spell was over and the Spellweaver’s power receded, he realized how much he relied on its strength, and how much it took out of him to channel even such a small sliver of magic. His entire body was weary, as was his mind. As he looked around the room, it took longer than it should have to put the pieces together and realize they were in a barracks.

“You don’t look well,” Raya said, standing close to him. She turned to Azamar. “This was too much. We should get out of here so they can rest, come back another day with a better plan.”

“I’m fine,” Cal said, pushing himself away from the bed. The fog of tiredness cleared from his mind. “Just needed a moment to gather myself.”

Oswerg spat blood, then wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.

“I’ll be fine too.” He looked around and frowned. “Not sure where we are, though. I couldn’t control which way we went because of that rotten magic in the ground. This isn’t where I was aiming for.”

Azamar reached inside his robes and pulled out a piece of paper: the map that Voren drew for them. Standing under one of the burning brands that rested in brackets around the walls, he peered at the charcoal diagram.

“Here.” He pointed at a spot on the map. “I believe this is where we are: the barracks.”

“Wow, genius. How did you work that out, magic man?” Raya tapped her knuckle against the blade of an axe in one of the weapon racks, and it rang out through the room. “Some sort of location spell, or just seeing the blindingly obvious?”

“We do not have time for your attitude,” Azamar said with a scowl. “If you don’t have something productive to say, then please stay quiet.”

“How’s this for productive.” Raya’s voice was low but firm. “We’re a ways off from our target, so we don’t know what we’re going to face here. We need to be extra careful. That means not raising your voice every time someone else has an opinion.”

Azamar glared at her. He opened his mouth to speak, then his lips tightened.

At the far end of the room was a door of sturdy pine. There were brackets for a bar on the back, but no sign of the bar itself, and no way of locking people out if they needed to. Hearing something, Cal pressed a finger against his lips, then pressed an ear against the door.

Outside, footsteps approached, and with them the chatter of conversation. Cal caught the jingle of chain mail. Guards, most likely, considering this might be their quarters.

“Are you really complaining about not having night patrols?” one of them said, his voice muffled by the wood of the door.

“I like doing my job right,” another answered. “Is the place really going to be safe if we spend the night locked up in our barracks, instead of out watching for trouble?”

“Safe?” Someone laughed bitterly. “Like this place is ever safe, with monsters roaming the palace after sunset. If it’s a choice between facing those or sleeping, I’ll choose my bed any night of the week.”

“But that’s exactly it! If there are monsters roaming around, shouldn’t we be hunting them? Or at least keeping watch in case they attack someone?”

“Orders are orders. Are you going to go out monster hunting when you’ve been told to stay in?”

“Well, no, but don’t you think it’s weird?”

“We guard the royal family. It’s not a normal job.”

Cal realized almost too late that the voices and footsteps were getting close. He leaped away from the door and waved to his companions.

“Quick,” he hissed. “Hide.”


Chapter 22

Raya dived under one bed, and Cal under the one next to it. Azamar climbed into a closet full of uniforms. Oswerg looked around with a frown: there was almost nowhere big enough for the ogre to hide. With a great breath, he blew out the flaming brand closest to Azamar’s hiding place, then squeezed into the darkened corner by the closet.

Guards walked into the room. Not just the two or three Cal heard talking, but seven or eight of them. He tried to count them by the feet he could see from his hiding place, but their movements back and forth and the surrounding furniture got in the way.

“Think of it as a well-earned rest,” one guard said, creating a clacking noise as he set a weapon down on a rack. “It’s not like they give us much time off.”

“This isn’t time off.” One of his companions went to the bed opposite Cal and sat on its edge. He started unlacing his boots. “Time off is when I go into town, get some ales, meet up with Marg. This is a night stuck in this box of a room with all the smells and snores you lot can create.”

“You’re one to talk.” Another guard flung himself down on the bed above Cal, which creaked alarmingly. At the end of the room, the door banged shut. “On bean stew night, you’re like a volcano.”

“At least I can get my food into my mouth, instead of dribbling half of it down my tabard.” Having gotten his boots off, the guard opposite leaned over to tuck them under the bed. Cal tensed as the guard’s head came into view, but he didn’t look in Cal’s direction.

“We won’t even get to hear snoring if you two argue all night.” Another guard sat on a stool against the wall, making a scraping noise as he sharpened his sword. “You’re worse than those villagers we killed out in the east. Remember, even when we lined them up in front of the pit, the head man’s wife shouted at him for letting them all down.”

“Well, she was right, wasn’t she? If they’d just paid all those extra taxes, they would have been fine.”

The bootless guard laid back on the bed opposite and pillowed his head in his hands. He glanced to the side, and for one terrible moment Cal thought the guard was staring straight at him. Then he realized it was worse: the man was looking under the bed where Raya lay.

“Hey, what have you got hidden under there, Smocksy?” the guard asked.

“Nothing. Why?” Another guard bent over to look beneath the frame. His eyes grew wide when he noticed Cal.

Cal shot out from under the bed, blasting a wave of wind before him. The gust blew the man’s words back into his mouth, stopping him from shouting in alarm, even as Cal called up a wind blade to fight with.

Raya rolled out from her hiding place, hacking a guard down at the ankles on her way. He fell, and she ran her sword through him, silencing a scream. At the same moment, Azamar and Oswerg burst out of their hiding places and fell on the guards nearest them.

Caught by surprise, the men struggled to make sense of what was happening. Cal knew panic could easily turn to shouts of distress, bringing the whole castle down on them—exactly what he wanted to avoid. He spared a thought for whether these guards might be innocent parties in all this, but he quickly dispelled it when he realized what was at stake here. He cut one guard down with his wind blade and summoned a fistful of earth that he flung into another guard’s mouth, once more muffling their attempt to sound an alert.

Oswerg grabbed two of the guards and cracked their heads together, knocking both out cold. Azamar fought another on a bed, trying to bring his flaming sword around while the guard kicked and punched and reached to grab a weapon off the nearby rack. Raya was on another’s back, her legs locked around his body and her arm around his throat, strangling him into submission.

The sentry nearest the door flung aside a whetstone and charged at Cal, sword swinging. Cal dodged the attack, parried another, then lunged. The guard grunted as the wind sword ran through him; he slid to the floor.

The guard Raya was strangling finally fell. She leaped off before he hit the floor, then whacked him over the head to make sure he stayed down. Azamar rose from the bed, his opponent lying still amid tangled sheets, while Oswerg kicked one last squirming soldier into submission.

Silence fell across the room.

“Did we get away with it?” Raya whispered.

“No one got out a shout,” Azamar observed.

“That doesn’t mean no one heard.” Oswerg pointed at the ceiling. Feet rushed back and forth, though it was hard to tell whether they were headed for the barracks or elsewhere.

“Quick, hide the bodies.” Azamar hauled the one he killed off the bed, then rolled him underneath. The others joined in, rushing around the room, shoving guards under beds and into closets. Oswerg propped one up in the space where he himself hid, while Cal used wind magic to launch another up the chimney above the fireplace, jamming him in tight.

“What about us?” Raya hissed as she used a bed sheet to mop blood up off the floor. “Even if our hiding places were any good, they’re full now.”

“I’ve got an idea.” Cal waved the others over to him, summoning his wind power as he did so. “Brace yourselves.”

He called on a gust of wind to surround his companions, then lifted them all up. The group flew into the air until they were pressed flat against the ceiling. Even the folds of Azamar’s robe and the swords hanging from Raya’s belt were pressed against the ceiling by the localized wind.

“What now?” Azamar asked.

“Now stay quiet,” Cal hissed as footsteps approached.

The door swung open, and a guard looked in.

“I thought they’d come back here, but there’s no one around,” he said.

“Then we should move on,” said a voice from the corridor.

“Maybe.”

The guard stepped into the room and looked about. To Cal’s relief, he didn’t think to glance up, but what if he looked under the beds, or into the closet where a body was hidden?

“Where are you all?” the guard called out. “Is this some sort of joke?”

He stood for a moment with his hands on his hips, looking left to right, then shook his head and strode out, leaving the door open behind him. Footsteps and voices retreated down the corridor, moving away from them.

Azamar squirmed, but Cal shook his head and pressed a finger to his lips. It took a lot of effort to keep them pressed against the ceiling, especially after the Spellweaver’s touch left him so drained. People wriggling around only made it worse.

Calling on what power he hadn’t yet tapped, Cal channeled another gust of wind to blow the group along the ceiling. They slid to the doorway, then slithered through, the ride bumpy as contrasting winds rubbed each of them over the ridge of the door frame. In the corridor, they pressed against the cold stones of the ceiling once more.

Cal looked at Azamar and raised an eyebrow. Using miniscule movements, the fire mage took out the map of the palace, looked left and right, then pointed down the hall.

With slow, careful nudges of power, Cal moved them down the passage and around a junction. Up ahead, a pair of guards stood chatting at the foot of a stairwell. Fortunately, the ceiling was high, and neither seemed inclined to look up. Following Azamar’s silent direction, Cal slid his fellow intruders toward the guards, taking painstaking care to glide over the tops of their heads.

“Do you feel a draft?” one guard asked as Cal and his group passed above them. Cal froze, ready to drop on them and fight if need be.

The other guard shook his head. “You’re always whining about the cold. It’s summer now—enjoy the moment. Be grateful we’re not baking in the heat.”

“I’d enjoy it more if we got a night off, like those others did.”

“Yeah, well, lucky them. Apparently, our part of the palace doesn’t have monsters.”

“Or does it?” The guard raised his fingers like claws and roared. The two guards laughed as Cal and his companions slid on, unseen above their heads.

Up the stairs, they reached a wide hall where there were no guards and no sounds of activity. Exhausted, Cal lowered himself and his companions to the floor. He couldn’t keep holding them up any longer, but perhaps there was something else he could do.

As Azamar led them toward a doorway, Cal thought back to the trick he’d inadvertently used in the woods to sneak up on Raya. He remembered how that magic flowed and tried to call on it again. Sure enough, wind magic whisked in around his feet and those of his companions, and their steps fell silent. Oswerg grinned at him and gave a big thumbs up.

Cal expected the palace to be a place of luxury and comfort, but on a night like this, it was creepy. A wind howled through the upper reaches, shaking timbers and rattling shutters. The torches on the walls were nearly extinguished, plunging them into gloom. Traces of moonlight crept in through the windows, ghostly intruders from the sky above invading the ground below.

As they rounded a corner, a shiver ran up Cal’s spine and goosebumps dotted his skin. It was more than just a cold draft blowing in through an open window: he felt a presence near them. The feeling was horribly familiar, the same dark sensation that came over him when he had visions, both back in Pebbert and since. Sinister forces grazed him, like frozen spiders creeping through his brain, leaving ice where their feet touched.

The air turned frigid, and the moonlight dimmed. Cal’s companions stopped moving and glanced behind them, only now noticing he stood frozen several paces back, looking around in alarm.

In the gloom, the shadows at the sides of the hall shifted. Darkness slid across the flagstones toward Cal, a murky tide running in as the moon fled. A figure stepped forth, dressed in ragged gray robes that looked as if all life and color were washed out of them. Its hood slid back a little, and the last gasp of moonlight illuminated a leathery face with sunken features and ashen skin. The figure said nothing, just stared at Cal with black pits that ought to be eyes.

Cal gazed at the thing in horror. His mouth tasted sour, and his chest felt heavy, as though the weight of the palace pressed down on him.

It was a hollowmage.

Taking a deep breath, Cal stepped toward the hollowmage. Though he was appalled at the sight of it, he was intrigued as well. It was the first time he had seen one in months.

Looking down, he glimpsed a hint of purple in the gray of the faded robes, and the last remnants of a threefold crown, the symbol of the royal family. This must be one of the royal mages Voren talked about, the ones his father the king did something horrific to. Now Cal knew for certain what that horrific thing was. The king turned the royal mages into hollowmages.

The hollowmage took a step forward. Was it a trick of the light, or did the edge of its wizened lips curl up into a smile?

Two more hollowmages stepped out of the darkness, one short and one tall, as silent as Cal and his companions. They reached into the ink-like interior of their robes and drew blades that were as dark as death and jagged along the edges.

Cal called on the power of the wind again, shaping a blade in his own hand. Oswerg and Azamar stepped up beside him, codexes raised, and Raya joined them, her hands curled into fists. He could feel the magic in her gloves, the power he gave her, and not for the first time, he was very glad he brought his friend with him from Pebbert.

A cloud passed across the moon, wind whipped at the last remaining torches, and for a moment, the hall was plunged into total darkness. Fire flared from Azamar’s hand, and its bright amber light fell across the crumpled faces of the hollowmages. Their lips peeled back, and with a hiss, they charged.


Chapter 23

The darkness seemed to howl as the hollowmages charged at Cal and his friends. He brought his wind blade up and parried the first strike. The hollowmage’s twisted, jagged blade ran down the edge of Cal’s sword, and magic flared between them. There was no light, no heat, but Cal felt the glow of power against his magical senses as their spells clashed.

The blow hit Cal hard, but he held steady. Barely. Though they looked wasted and shriveled, the hollowmages possessed incredible strength. When he counterattacked, the creature easily blocked him, twisted his wind blade around, and almost wrenched it from Cal’s hand. He clung on tight, and the hollowmage’s blade bit into his own. To Cal’s horror, his blade unraveled, its magic collapsing, disintegrating into gusts of air that rushed off across the floor.

Cal leaped back as another swing by the hollowmage skimmed near his neck. Oswerg stepped up and caught the blade on his hefty stone club, which throbbed with earth magic. The ogre swung the club, and the hollowmage stepped nimbly aside, then went on the attack. Their weapons clashed again and again, as each tried to get past the other’s defenses.

Reeling from the shock of seeing his magic unravel, Cal stood back, gathering power for another assault. The others fought three against three: Oswerg facing a hollowmage with his great club; Azamar with flame blade in one hand and codex in the other; Raya ducking and weaving as she tried to get a punch in against her opponent without getting skewered. The fight was tight, the hollowmages skilled fighters as well as wielders of dark power. But the heroes had one distinct advantage: there were more of them. As Cal saw it, standing back from the fight, he was in an ideal position to use that to their advantage. A spell here, another there, and he could give all his friends a better chance.

He started with a wind blast, as he was more practiced with that than with earth. The wind rushed in through the windows and roared across the floor, slamming into the nearest hollowmage. But as it hit, the wind dissipated. Like Cal’s sword before, this spell faded into nothing but fluttering air, barely moving the hollowmage’s robes.

Cal frowned and drew on his power once more. The wind rushed down the hall and should have crashed into the hollowmage, but once again it faded rather than taking him down. This time, at least, Cal realized what the problem was: as the magical attack came close, the hollowmage absorbed its power. Like the ground around the palace, it soaked up and negated the spell, turning what should have been a potent strike into nothing at all.

Against magic like that, this fight would be more difficult than Cal thought.

Oswerg, his club blows repeatedly blocked and dodged by the hollowmage, grunted in frustration. He stepped back and pressed a hand against his codex. The flagstones beneath the hollowmage started to rise, but only for a moment. The magic faded, and the stones fell back into place, while the hollowmage stared at Oswerg with silent malice.

Scowling, Oswerg called upon more of his power. A mass of dirt coagulated out of the air in front of him, then sprayed at the hollowmage. The ragged robes and leathery face vanished from view beneath the spew of soil, but when it dissipated, the hollowmage still stood there. It touched a hand to the shoulder of its robes and flicked a speck of dirt away.

In the center of the fight, Azamar experienced similar difficulties. The hollowmage he faced waved skeletal fingers, and the fire of Azamar’s sword faded to darkness.

The master mage took a step back and inhaled a deep breath, then blew a gout of white-hot flames at his opponent. Fire flared around the hollowmage, cascading across its faded royal robes, around its blade, and over its hands and face. It was an inferno that should have turned anything it touched to ash. Yet, there the hollowmage stood—unharmed. Scorch marks revealed Azamar did more harm to the building than any of its occupants.

Cal called upon his magic again, blending earth and air together. These creatures seemed adept at resisting one element at a time, but maybe they would be more vulnerable to strikes by two simultaneously. He drew on both sides of his powers, doing his best to integrate them. He did it before, but it was difficult, and it was even more challenging now, facing deadly opponents instead of facing an earth master across a training field. Still, he wound the magics together, then sent them hurtling.

A sandstorm rushed from Cal’s chest across the hall. Oswerg’s robes billowed as the wind blasted past, and the ogre stepped back with a grin on his face.

“That’s it, Cal,” he said. “Show them what a real mage looks like.”

The sandstorm scoured the stones and struck the hollowmage. Tattered robes flapped, and the hollowmage retreated, battered by the assault. Cal smiled, a feeling of triumph rising in his chest. This was it. This was working.

The hollowmage raised a hand, edge on. It looked like a grotesque imitation of Martha, taking her position in the training yard. The sandstorm parted, blowing past to either side of the hollowmage. A carving of a goblin on a pillar lost its features as the sand blasted it. The hollowmage made a chopping motion with its hand, and the magic completely died.

Cal gaped, stunned. The hollowmage stared back. Wrinkled as it was, that face still managed to crumple into a smug grin.

Cal gritted his teeth and drew more power. The sandstorm grazed the hollowmage; he was sure. He just had to rally more strength to rip through its defenses. But as he drew on the powers of air and earth, he felt something dragging at them. It was harder to call forth the magic than before. It moved sluggishly, like tugging a boat stuck in thick mud.

Everything about it felt weird, unnatural, tangled, and greasy. The elements here were affected by a sinister influence, just like the earth around the palace, one that drained them of their potency and made Cal’s fight even harder.

Still, Cal kept calling the magic to him. He wasn’t ready to give in.

On the far side of the hall, Raya went one-on-one against another of the hollowmages. She ducked and dived around its attacks, dodging the swings of its icy black blade. She grinned as the hollowmage twisted and turned, struggling to keep up. Her movements were faster than normal, empowered by the wind that Cal put into her clothes. At least he made her safer, even if he wasn’t contributing much else to this fight. Perhaps it was Raya’s turn to do the heavy lifting.

As if on cue, Raya spun around behind the hollowmage and threw a punch. Her fist slammed into its back, and magic flared as her empowered glove hit its ravaged robes. But the hollowmage didn’t even flinch. It simply took a step and turned.

Raya swung again and again, punching the foul creature in the stomach and chest, but the sorts of blows that smashed the constructs in the training room did nothing against this foe. She took a step back, her movements sluggish. She shook her arm and hunched over, looking ashen and frail, part of her strength sapped by contact with the malevolence of the hollowmage.

The hollowmage raised its blade and went on the offensive, slashing at Raya with swift blows. As its strikes hissed through the air, Raya sidestepped to the left, then to the right, then away. She backed up against a pillar. The hollowmage lunged, and she dropped, then rolled out under its arm, before springing to her feet off to one side. Her movements weren’t as fast as before, the wind magic that sped her up fading, and when she punched again, it was without the power of earth. Even her enchanted equipment stopped working around the hollowmages and their siphoning abilities.

Cal lambasted the enemy with his magic, wrenching a block of stone from the wall and flinging it at the hollowmage fighting Raya. The stone lost its momentum and crashed to the ground without hitting its target, but at least the threat distracted the hollowmage and bought Raya time to ready herself. If helping his friend was the best Cal could do, that was something at least.

These hollowmages seemed stronger than the ones Cal encountered before. Perhaps the king and the Spellbreaker together had made them stronger. Perhaps it was because they were drawn from the royal guards, a cadre of mages capable of defending a king, with enough power to face royal-scale threats. Perhaps it was the ground on which they fought that gave them strength, the corruption that infused the palace for centuries, that seeped into the ground beneath it, giving extra potency to forces fighting on behalf of darkness.

In that moment, it didn’t matter. What mattered was the hollowmages were proving more powerful than Cal and his friends. Even without landing a blow, these shadowy figures drained their magic. He didn’t want to find out what would happen if the evil creatures landed a blow with one of their dark swords.

“Whoever made these things gave them incredible strength,” Azamar said, evading a strike. Like all of them, he was on the defensive now, flinging out gouts of flame to ward off a hollowmage, but unable to counterattack. “They’re more powerful and stronger than anything we faced last time around. It speaks to the incredible abilities of their creator. The Spellbreaker vessel who made them must be more powerful than Nostanus.”

“And I thought your Library had all the mightiest mages,” Raya said, ducking one blow and jumping back from another. “Don’t tell me you were lying,” she panted.

“We are the most powerful collection of mages in the world. That doesn’t mean that all mages work with us.” Azamar ducked around a pillar, and a black sword scraped down the stones by where he just stood. “Not even all the greats.”

“Shame, because we could really do with greatness right now.”

Cal hesitated. He had boundless power within him if he could just control it. But that control was hard, and the consequences of failure severe. He barely managed it under the ground when all he had to do was part the earth ahead of them. Could he do it now when they were under constant attack? Could he afford not to, when faced with a threat like this?

Tendrils of freezing dark magic whipped out at him as one of the hollowmages drew on its own abilities. Cal blocked the assault with a wall of stone, but the wall crumbled at the dark magic’s touch, leaving him defenseless once more. If he carried on like this, they were going to be worn down into defeat. He couldn’t let that happen, not to his friends and not to the world they were trying to protect.

He reached inside and called on the Spellweaver’s spirit within him. His mind touched a bead of magic, like a bright crystal glowing with potential. It was what he needed.

He let a little out, its force running through him, combining with that which his conscious mind and his codex held, spells of wind and earth. An invigorating rush of raw power set his body and mind buzzing.

Black tendrils lashed at him again. He dodged into a doorway, and as he did, his concentration slipped. Overwhelming power rushed in, threatening to overcome his mind, to take control. The Spellweaver spirit was exultant. Its time had come!

Cal grabbed hold of the magic and stopped its flow. The strength was exhilarating, but he couldn’t give in to it. He had to control his channeling of the Spellweaver’s spirit. He couldn’t afford to black out like before. These were only hollowmages, former guards, not the king himself, the heart of this menace. What if they encountered him next, and Cal was collapsed unconscious, exhausted from the Spellweaver’s effects? What if the Spellweaver left Cal powerless when they faced their greatest threat?

Even as he wrestled for supremacy, he heard the Spellweaver’s voice in his head.

“Release control,” it whispered. “Let me fight this battle for you. I will take away your burden, your strain, your pain. I will save you and your friends. Just let me take over.”

“No.” Cal held firm, keeping his mind immovable, a wall planted in the Spellweaver’s way. How had it come to this, that he had to fight a part of himself just to fend off their enemies?

But there was no denying he needed some of the Spellweaver’s power. He couldn’t survive this battle without it, never mind win.

“Give me what I need,” he demanded, “and no more.”

“Embrace me,” the Spellweaver replied. “Accept everything I offer, or you will die.”

“Give me what I want, or we both die.” It terrified Cal to say it, to face this awesome power within him and resist soaking up every bit of strength it offered. He wanted to fling it all straight at the hollowmages. But he had to work this way. He had to hold on to himself. “Your choice.”

A heartbeat passed. Another. A third. Cal feared the Spellweaver was calling his bluff, refusing anything if it couldn’t have full autonomy.

“You have strength of will,” it said at last. “I like that in a vessel.”


Chapter 24

Within Cal’s mind, the Spellweaver reached out to him. What it offered wasn’t its full power anymore, but a sliver of it, something Cal could wield himself.

At least, he hoped he could.

Cal looked around when he glimpsed movement. One of the hollowmages advanced on him. It drew back its hand, called forth a shard of blackness out of the air, and flung it at Cal, a dagger of frigid magic.

Cal raised his hand, and a stone flew up. The shard shattered against it, disintegrating into splinters and dust. Cal flung the stone and knocked the hollowmage over. With a grin, Cal flexed his fingers. That was definitely more power than he wielded before.

He drew on the fragment of power the Spellweaver spirit granted him. It ran through his body like summer sunlight; like the sugar rush from a sweet drink; like the first taste of a fiery spirit. He tingled from head-to-toe, fearsome magic crackling across his skin.

“Step back,” he said.

His friends, already driven onto the defensive by the hollowmages, did as he asked. All three hollowmages turned to look at Cal, and their withered lips parted with a hiss.

Cal called upon the wind. It stormed into the palace, ripping shutters from the windows, and shaking their frames, roaring down the hall from every direction. It formed a howling spiral around Cal, a magical hurricane that made his robes billow and his hair fly. It tore at the palace walls, ripping away pieces of masonry and scouring the surface of sturdy stones.

The storm circled around Cal, forming a bubble like the earth surrounded them when they dug their way into the palace. Flagstones were yanked up from the floor and hurtled around the vortex. Dirt was dragged up with them, forming dark streaks through the pale walls of wind. Cal never felt such power before and wondered how it compared with what happened when the Spellweaver took him over—what else he could achieve.

“You want more?” a voice asked inside of him. “All you have to do is say yes…”

It was tempting, so tempting. Cal imagined what he could do with that power. But he wasn’t ready yet. He had too much to learn to master the full abilities of the Spellweaver before they could work as equals.

“No,” he said, with a firm shake of his head. “This will have to be enough.”

The hollowmages stood at the edge of the bubble, staring in at Cal. One of them reached into the wind, and it flung its hand back. Another pushed its sword in, trying to stretch through the bubble and stab Cal. A block of flying stone slammed into its arm, and the hollowmage went reeling, spun around by the force of Cal’s magic. All three of them inched back in retreat, the edges of their black blades gleaming as moonlight entered the hall once more.

“Cal!” Raya called in a ragged voice. “Are you all right? Is it still you in there?”

“It’s okay!” Cal shouted back, trying to sound more confident than he felt. “I’m in control.”

But the truth was his control was tenuous at best. Even this small part of the Spellweaver’s power kept tugging at him as it ran through his mind, trying to draw him in different directions, to drain his will and take over. It was less direct than the part that still whispered to him, talking of all they could achieve, but it was there. The Spellweaver spirit was never content to dance to another’s tune, and the way it strained against him made it increasingly hard to focus. He didn’t have long to deal with the hollowmages before this power either faded or overcame him. He had to act and act fast.

Cal took a heavy step forward. A flagstone shattered beneath him, splinters of stone protruding like jagged needles from the floor. Another step and another flagstone smashed, broken beneath the force of Cal’s strength and the weight of magic that filled him. He swallowed, scared and excited, caught between feelings that might not even be his own.

The bubble of wind came with him, a howling orb that ripped up stones and flung them around the room. The hollowmages stepped back as he advanced. They hissed and held out their blades, but the confidence that empowered them before faded. They hunched and pulled their hoods forward, instinctively trying to hide themselves from a threat they sensed could be greater than their own.

Cal kept moving forward, herding the hollowmages toward a corner. One of them realized what he was doing and tried to break free, running from the others. Cal darted into its path, the strength of the wind and the Spellweaver hurtling him across the room.

The hollowmage ran into the front of Cal’s bubble of magic and flew back. It tore through the air between its fellows, thudded into the wall, and slid to the ground. When it clambered back to its feet, one arm hung limp, and its neck cocked at a disturbing angle.

Closer and closer, Cal moved in on the hollowmages. There was no way out for them anymore—they were trapped in their corner by the screaming wind, driven by the power of the Spellweaver. Oswerg’s mouth hung open, and even Azamar was wide-eyed at the sight.

“Go Cal!” Raya shouted and punched the air.

The hollowmages were out of room, pressed up against the wall, Cal’s bubble of magic closing in. Cal took another step, and the wind ripped at them, shredding their ragged robes, tearing the hoods from their heads. One dropped its sword, and the wind snatched it up, flinging the dark blade against the wall. It exploded, disappearing in a black inverted flash of light.

As the wind whipped at the hollowmages, bright white flashes bloomed from their bodies, like sparks flying from a blacksmith’s grinding wheel. The flashes grew in number, then flowed together, becoming a cloud of light that shrouded the dark figures. It shone so brightly that their shadowy bodies seemed to diminish, withering and weakening.

One hollowmage cowered against the wall, broken and defeated. The other two fought on. They raised their hands, and an inky force flowed from their fingers. They pushed against Cal’s magic, trying to nullify it, as they had nullified his other spells. Gaps appeared in the wind around him. The hollowmages tore at his bubble of power with both hands, and the third joined in, seeing its chance at victory.

Around Cal, his magic crumbled, the solid sphere of wind and earth breaking into tattered ribbons. His heart sank as he saw the counterattack take hold, the triumph he’d been so close to now teetering on the brink of defeat. The hollowmages pressed against his defenses, two holding open a gap in the magic while the third reached for him. He could practically feel those grasping hands, could sense the cold nothingness of their power dragging against his own.

“More,” the Spellweaver spirit whispered. “I can give you more. I can save you. Just let me take control.”

“No,” Cal replied, and braced himself, coaxing out his remaining reserves of magic. “I can do this.”

Cal drew his hands together, and the magic with them. He wove the torn ends into each other, tightening loose and weak threads into something stronger.

The wind howled around him once more, and the splintered fragments of broken flagstones flew into the air. The hollowmages flung themselves back as the rocks whipped around the edges of the bubble, but one of the dark figures was too slow. His arm was still thrust through the bubble, reaching for Cal, when the stones hit. Bones shattered, mummified flesh tore, and its arm was ripped off.

Pressed back against the wall, the hollowmages called on their remaining power. Together, they formed a bubble of their own, a shadow shield sheltering them from the pressure of Cal’s. The two magical fields pressed against each other, and sparks flew again, scattering bright white light across the hall.

Something warm and wet ran from Cal’s nose and over his upper lip. He wiped it away with the back of his hand, looking down to see a red smear of blood. Cal was used to blood, from the birthing blood of lambs in the pastures to the blood that came from butchering livestock at harvest time. He had seen his opponents’ blood plenty of times since he left Pebbert, and Raya’s when she was injured. But this was different. This was his own, and it came with a hot throbbing in his head, a sensation that threatened to overwhelm him.

He couldn’t give up though. He was almost there. Cal took a step forward, the movement labored, weighed down with the strain of controlling the Spellweaver’s power and resisting the corruption that seeped through all the magic in this place. He still felt like he walked through mud, but more like a giant walking through mud now, and this puddle of rotten power wasn’t going to stand in his way. The hollowmages were little more than bugs, and it was time to crush them.

He roared as he pushed on, channeling all his strength and everything the Spellweaver spirit gave him. The magical wind raged against the murky shield protecting the hollowmages. Power poured in, too much for the hollowmages’ magic to cancel. Their defense evaporated, and the storm prevailed, smashing their bodies against the wall, tearing at them with wind and stone. The figures were battered from side-to-side, limbs flung about, and the last remnants of their robes shredded as Cal’s power ripped them apart.

Radiant sparks flew, the friction of clashing magic illuminating the room in a way that mere fire and moonlight could not. The bodies of the hollowmages glowed even as they were torn to pieces, their power demolished. The light swallowed them one-by-one, and their shadowy forms vanished.

As each of the hollowmages were swallowed by light, Cal glimpsed a brief flash of someone else, of the mage each of them were before the Spellbreaker stole their codexes.

A smiling dwarf dressed in armor of a hundred different hues, his beard braided and decorated with jeweled rings, his codex covered in precious stones.

A human woman in a red dress, fire flowing between her fingers, a bow across her back and a stud through one of her dark lips, her codex smoky and charred at the edges.

An elf with oak brown skin, ivy curling through her hair, a bird on her shoulder and a young deer standing next to her, the pages of her codex made of giant leaves with flowers running down its spine.

“Thank you, Spellweaver,” the dwarf said as he appeared as a figure of light before he vanished into the glow. “You have freed me.”

“Thank you,” the human said, raising her hand, before she too faded into the haze. “It is better this way.”

“Thank you,” the elf said, smiling sadly at him. “And good luck.”

Then she too was gone, all trace of the three eliminated from the world. Three spirits, all corrupted by the Spellbreaker, all cleansed at the very last. Cal wished they could have stayed, that he could have told them how sorry he was for what happened to them. He wished he could have learned from their wisdom and saved them instead of destroying them. But perhaps he had saved them in the end, or at least saved what remained. They were themselves in their final moments. That was more than they were under the thumb of the Spellbreaker.

Cal let out a long breath, and with it, let go of the power that rushed through and around him. The wind faded away until it was nothing but a breeze through the palace windows. The earth and stone flying around him dropped to the ground, with crashes from the larger stones. The light of the clashing magics dimmed, leaving only stark, cold moonlight.

Cal fell to one knee. His head spun, his thoughts jumbled, and his body shook with exhaustion. Blood oozed from his nose and dripped to the ground, dark stains on the shattered stones.

The whole world seemed to shake, but Cal suspected it wasn’t, that the trembling came purely from him. He hoped so because if he was wrong, that meant the entire palace could fall on his head at any moment.

He pushed himself to his feet. Time seemed to slow, every breath and heartbeat more sluggish than the last.

He turned, tried to get his feet under him, and almost fell. Darkness crowded the edges of his vision, more than just the dark of night and shadows. He felt as if he might black out, but he couldn’t allow that to happen. Not like he did when the Spellweaver overcame him.

He had to stay conscious, ready to fight.

He took a deep breath, then another. The world spun slower, settling around him. The throbbing in his head faded.

Wearily, he raised his gaze to where the hollowmages stood. All that was left were three piles of smoking ash, the mortal remains of the corrupt and shadowy figures. Nothing but dust and memories of the mages he saw snatched away into the light.

“Goodbye,” he whispered to those remains. “Safe travels.”

Footsteps rushed across the room. He turned, wobbled, almost fell again. Raya took hold of his arm, firm but tender, holding him up.

“You should sit down,” she said. “You look like you’ve been hit by a wagon full of bricks.”

“I’m fine,” Cal said, leaning on her for extra support.

“I know what fine looks like, and this isn’t it.” She drew him toward a block of masonry that his magic dragged out of the wall. “Sit there.”

Raya steadied him as Cal lowered himself to sit on the stone. She pressed a cloth against the bottom of his nose, stemming the trickle of blood.

“If this was what you wanted, you could have just asked me to punch you in the face,” she said, and though she laughed, it was a hollow sound.

“Thanks,” Cal said. “I’ll try to remember that.”

“Look at me,” Oswerg growled, and held a finger up. “Follow this with your eyes.”

Cal did as he was ordered, then tipped his head as Oswerg commanded, and opened his mouth to let the ogre look down his throat. Twice, Cal gripped Oswerg’s finger as tight as he could, and the second time, Oswerg blinked in surprise.

“I’m no doctor, but I’ve seen plenty of wounded, and you’re getting better far faster than I’d expect.” Oswerg shrugged. “Maybe it’s a Spellweaver thing.”

“Maybe,” Azamar said. “But let’s not take any chances. Cal, do you have any of your healing tonics?”

Cal blinked and scrunched up his face as he tried to make sense of the sentence. Then he smiled. Of course, he wasn’t just the Spellweaver, not even just a mage. He was an apothecary, or had been one, or an apprentice at least.

He took a clay vial from a pouch on his belt, pulled out the stopper, and downed the contents. Almost immediately, he felt better. Thoughts shuffled back into their right places.

The vial clattered to the ground.

“Not much point in keeping things tidy,” Cal said. “Not when we’ve done all of this.” He gestured around the ruined hall. “Everyone must know we’re here now, right?”

“That depends on who is where,” Azamar said. “Remember, most of the palace people were hiding away from monsters. They might be used to ignoring howls and crashes in the night.”

“Then we push on.” Cal got to his feet. He wasn’t at full strength, but at least his head was clear. “We need to find the catacombs.”


Chapter 25

Azamar drew the map from his robes and glanced around the hall.

“Which way did we come in?” he asked.

“You’re the one with the map, magic man,” Raya said. “Shouldn’t you be guiding us?”

Cal could understand why Azamar asked. Not only were they turned around by the fight, the whole room was destroyed. Walls and doorways, battered by wind, fire, and earth, looked nothing like they had before. One exit half collapsed, the stones from one side of its arch tumbled on the ground. Nothing looked like it did when they arrived.

Oswerg paused, taking stock of the room, then pointed.

“There,” he said.

“You’re sure?” Azamar asked.

“I’m sure. I did enough patrols and guard duties in my mercenary life to get an eye for these things.”

“In that case, we go this way.”

Azamar headed through a doorway, and the others followed him. His footsteps slapped rapidly against the floor, and Cal hurried to keep up. Soon they were all running, speeding away from the scene of the battle and from anyone who might investigate.

“Where are we going?” Cal asked as they rushed past a row of suits of armor, their edges glinting in the light from flaming torches.

“The throne room,” Azamar said. “According to the map, the entrance to the catacombs is hidden there.”

“Why is it hidden?”

“If you had asked me a week ago, I would have said to protect the remains of dead kings and queens, to provide a place of solitude for rulers to contemplate troublesome matters of state.”

“And now?”

“To hide dark magic, and whatever else is going on down there.” Azamar frowned. “The corruption here runs so old and deep, even the way the palace is built serves that purpose.”

They turned a corner, into a wide hall with a vaulted ceiling. There were tapestries on the walls, some mottled with dark flecks of mold at their lower edges. Statues stood between them, kings and queens immortalized in marble. Many of the monarchs stood in martial poses, weapons raised, faces fierce. Others were calm, thoughtful, wearing robes and crowns, holding books, quill pens, and in one case an architect’s tools. Generations of rulers reflecting the eras in which they lived: war or peace, destruction or construction, action or thought.

“This is amazing,” Cal said. “But where’s the throne?”

“Oh, this isn’t the throne room.” Azamar pointed to a mammoth pair of double doors at the end of the hall. Mahogany planks were engraved with intricate patterns and images, centering on the threefold crown. The complex metal fittings were plated with gold. “That’s the throne room.”

They strode over. Raya pushed on one door and Oswerg on the other, using their strength to heave them open. There was a clanking of chains and a shifting of weights in the walls that made Cal suspect there was some sort of mechanism to move the great slabs of wood, just like in the council chamber at the Library. But they didn’t have time to explore the ways the palace worked. The four of them stepped through, and the doors boomed shut behind them.

The interior of the throne room was even more impressive than the antechamber and its engraved doors. Crystals embedded in the walls cast a soft light across a tiled floor, walls so smooth they appeared to be seamless swathes of stone, and a ceiling painted with a vast mural of the Emperor Yaetis and his armies crushing barbarian hordes.

Tiered rows of chairs to either side of the door, their backs carved, and their seats padded, provided space for courtiers to watch those presented to the king, though their luxury was undermined by the mold that once again spotted the velvet cushions. From there, rows of statues flanked the route across the room, to an open space in front of a raised dais, and a set of stairs leading up to where the king would sit.

The throne itself was a work of art like nothing Cal had ever seen growing up. Vast enough for even the largest of living people to lose themselves in, it rose on legs shaped like lions’ paws to a seat of embroidered cushions, and from there a back of dark wood carved into swords, shields, and at the top, a pair of rearing horses, with the threefold crown rising above their heads. It was a chair designed to impose, to remind everyone around it of the power of whoever sat there. It felt strange to see it empty, a symbol of an empire rotting from the inside out.

“Where’s this way down to the catacombs, magic man?” Raya asked.

“I’m not sure.” Azamar frowned as he peered at the smudged charcoal sketch that Voren provided. “Somewhere near the back of the room.”

They strode across the tiled floor, every footstep echoing around them, becoming louder as the sounds rebounded from the painted battlefield above. Cal looked up, and Yaetis glared down at him, scorn writ large across his face. Once, the name of that monarch impressed Cal. He loved the stories of his adventures. Now, he seemed a sinister figure, the man who let dark magic take hold of the land, all in the name of conquest.

Oswerg tapped at the flooring, while Azamar investigated the statues, looking for any sign of a hidden door. Cal pulled aside the purple velvet curtains on the back wall, and Raya ran her hands across the throne.

“I’ve found something,” she said, and pressed on one of the horses’ hooves. There was a click, then a creaking noise, and a section of the floor beneath the throne sank, its rows of tiles forming steps into the ground below. “Either this is the catacombs, or the king has a really elaborate way to hide his diary.”

Cal bent to peer under the throne, at the steps disappearing into darkness.

“Only one problem,” he said, waving his arm in the narrow gap between the bottom of the throne and the floor. “How do we get through there? I could maybe squeeze through, if I don’t breathe, but Oswerg…”

“There’s probably another button to make the throne slide aside,” Azamar said, prodding at pieces of the seat.

“Probably.” Raya gripped the bottom of the throne. “Or I could do this.”

She heaved on the royal chair, the magic in her gloves adding to her strength. Tiles cracked as the fixtures securing it broke away. She lifted the whole thing above her head, flung it aside, and it shattered against the wall.

“There we go,” she said, pointing down the secret stairs. “Who’s first?”

Azamar pressed a hand against the codex in his satchel. Balls of fire floated from him down the stairs, lighting the way as they went.

“I believe that should provide sufficient illumination.” He set off down the tiled steps. “Come on, we need to see what malevolent power is devouring this place.”

The stairs spiraled down into the ground beneath the palace, going far deeper than Cal expected. He rubbed his head, feeling dizzy from the circling by the time they reached the bottom and stepped out into the catacombs. He sighed with relief as the dizziness receded.

In some ways, these tunnels and chambers matched the palace above. There were vaulted arches carved from the same gray stones, with flagstone floors to match. But there was little of the decoration that enlivened the palace: no tapestries, no murals, no carvings. The only statues were in the recesses where the bodies of monarchs were entombed, each with a single sculpture over their grave, a life-sized figure of the dead king or queen sleeping.

Iron brackets in the walls could have held flaming torches, but were empty, leaving Azamar’s fireballs to light the way. Even with that blazing light, the tunnels seemed unusually gloomy. Cal thought at first it was a trick of the shadows, with stonework positioned to hide tombs from the light. But when he looked closer, he realized it was something more, black traces swirling with the currents of the air. The atmosphere was laden with a dark substance, which on closer inspection seemed to be something between a thin smoke and a cloud of spores.

Cal shivered, not just from the cold of the sunless space, but at the sight of all the graves and the dark magic crawling across his senses.

He walked carefully through the catacombs, his every breath accentuated by the close silence of the place. One foot slid from under him, and he flung his arms out to keep his balance. Once he stabilized, he looked down, expecting to see a puddle of something damp and unpleasant. Instead, he saw a few sheets of paper, one edge on each of them torn. Confused, he bent over and picked up the pages. His fingers tingled at their touch. These once held magic, but now it was gone, leaving only a ghostly trace.

More pages lay scattered down one of the passages. He followed the trail, picking the papers up as he went, one of Azamar’s fireballs bobbing along beside him, the only warmth and comfort in the cold, dead atmosphere.

The hallway opened into a room slightly larger than the one they shared at the inn. Books lay scattered across the floor, their covers battered, their paper crumpled, some with pages torn out. Dread swept over Cal as he recognized their grand style. He picked up one, and then another, looking at their decorated covers and blank pages. The first was smoke scorched but solid. The second had leaves for pages, turning brown and crumbling away, with dead flowers down its spine.

Codexes.

The codexes of the royal mages who were turned into hollowmages. But there were more here than the handful they fought in the palace. Dozens of codexes were scattered across the floor, some empty, others partially stripped of their spells. Who did these belong to? How long had this been going on?

“Guys,” Cal said. “You have to see this.”

He forced his attention up from the chilling sight to take in the rest of the room. Along the walls, there were rows of cages, each large enough to hold a human, or even an ogre.

Scraps of fabric hung where they were torn on the rough edges of the bars. Pieces of discarded animal bones and the stains of long-ago meals marred their floors. One had a handprint melted into its thickest bar, where it appeared someone had attempted using magic to try to escape.

Cal looked from the empty cages to the abandoned codexes and shook his head. The mages those books belonged to must have been imprisoned here, trapped, powerless as their spells were ripped from their books, withering away their souls and transforming them into hollowmages. The thought was harrowing.

Raya, Oswerg, and Azamar rushed in. The mages took one look at the books and their faces paled. It took Raya a moment longer to work out what she saw, but then even her mouth fell open.

“Are those all…” Her voice trailed off in horror.

“All of them.”

Cal, his expression grim, turned away from the codexes. There was a desk toward the back of the room, with papers spread across it. He needed to know more about what happened here.

The largest of the documents was a map. It showed the whole continent the Empire of Yaetis sat upon, with several marks Cal didn’t recognize. Letters littered the surrounding space, written in dozens of different hands, from the elegantly looped, to the neatly precise, to a cramped and barely legible scrawl.

Azamar approached the desk and stood beside Cal, looking down at the missives. He picked one up to read, then another, and another. As he squinted at the handwriting, his frown deepened.

Cal ran a finger across the map, tracing the course of the river from the coast up to Pebbert, and then the road they took from the Library to the capital. Those trails helped to ground him, to place himself and his life within this image of the world. Still, the rest of the map baffled him. What did those symbols mean?

There was a rustling as Azamar rummaged around among the letters.

“What do you see?” Cal asked.

Azamar flipped through a few more of the papers.

“They’re missives from all over the empire’s dominion,” he said. “Each of them seems to mention a particular date.”

“A date in the past?”

Azamar shook his head. “In the future. Something is going to transpire then, and it will happen all over the empire, but what?”

Cal peered at the letter Azamar was reading. The handwriting was so scruffy Cal could make no sense of it. If there was a date in there, he couldn’t spot it.

“When is this going to happen?” he asked.

“Three months from now.” Azamar pointed at a line in the letter, his expression grim. Now that he knew where to look, Cal could just about make out the date among the words, if he squinted and used his imagination. Whoever wrote that letter had some of the worst handwriting he ever saw.

“Hey, guys!” Raya called out. “There’s someone alive back here.”


Chapter 26

Cal hurried to the corner of the room, where Raya crouched beside the last row of cages. A shape huddled in the bottom of the enclosure, and if not for Raya, Cal might have mistaken it for a heap of rags.

But the rags stirred as he approached, and a hand reached out, slender fingers weakly gripping the crate. A face pressed against the bars, pale and emaciated, eyes sunken into dark pits. A ghostly remnant of magical power hung around him: a mage, barely clinging to life.

The mage croaked something, but Cal couldn’t make any more sense of the sound than he could of the messy letter. His heart broke to see the man so destroyed.

“We have to get him out,” Cal said.

“I’ve got this.” Raya gripped the bars and flexed her muscles. Metal squealed as it buckled and made popping sounds as joints broke. She flung aside some of the bars and bent others out of the way.

“It’s okay,” she said softly, reaching out a hand to the mage. “We won’t hurt you.”

He barely stirred, just stared at her, his breathing labored, and his eyes dull. Raya stepped into the cage, stooped, and with a delicacy Cal seldom saw from her, scooped the man up in her arms.

“Make up somewhere he can lie down,” she said as she stepped out.

Close to the desk, Oswerg ran his hand across the floor. Soft earth rose through the cracks between flagstones, forming a bed, and Raya laid the mage down on it.

The mage was skeletally thin, his skin ashen gray. What once were magnificent robes were now faded rags, their edges frayed and unraveling. His eyes in their gaunt pits were dark, his hair falling out in desiccated clumps.

As Cal looked at the poor man, a sudden uncertainty seized him. He appeared so much like a hollowmage, one step away from joining their ranks. What if this was a trap, and he transformed now to attack them?

But Cal couldn’t let his fears rule him, especially not when someone needed his help. He opened a pouch and took out another of his clay vials, like the one he drank from after the fight. He pulled out the stopper and held it out to the dying mage.

“Here,” Cal said. “This should heal you.”

The mage reached for the vial, but in his weakened state he couldn’t take a firm hold, and it almost slipped through his fingers. Raya caught hold of it and raised it to the mage’s lips, then tipped it slowly, so the healing potion trickled into his mouth and down his throat.

The mage’s rasping breaths grew stronger, and he pushed himself up on one elbow. His skin was still pale and drawn, his body ravaged, his movements weak and trembling.

The mage grabbed Cal by the collar and drew him down. He muttered something, but Cal couldn’t make out the words.

“What is it?” Cal asked. “What are you trying to tell us?”

The mage pulled Cal even closer. His breath fluttered cold against Cal’s cheek and smelled of rot. Cal struggled not to gag as his eyes watered.

“Where is he?” the mage croaked fearfully, his gaze darting back and forth, looking for something in the shadows at the corners of the room.

“Where is who?” Cal asked.

“Him!” The mage’s eyes grew wider. “The dark one. The destroyer.”

“Do you mean the king?”

The mage gave a frantic nod, then sagged, his brief resurgence of energy exhausted. He let Cal’s hand go and flopped back amid the rags of his robes.

“We don’t know,” Cal said. “But the king isn’t here, so he can’t hurt you.”

The mage shook his head and muttered something indistinct. A single tear ran across the creased skin of his cheek.

“Hurt,” he croaked. “So much hurt.”

Now that the subject was raised, another thought struck Cal, a disturbing one.

“If the king isn’t here, then where is he?” Cal looked at his companions. He was used to the master mages having answers, but both of them merely shrugged.

“Don’t know,” Oswerg admitted.

“Just one of the manifold mysteries we need to unravel,” Azamar said.

“Need to tell you…” The mage’s hand flapped weakly against Cal. “Warn you. Warn them all.”

“Warn us about what?” Cal asked.

“Warn you quick, warn you before… before I die…”

Cal wanted to reassure the mage, to tell him he would be all right. But the truth was that, right now, he was dying, burning the last of his strength to talk to them. Was this how it ended for all those who became hollowmages, all the royal mages whose ghosts Cal saw pass on? This painful, drawn-out death, a long and hideous slide into darkness?

“Not long…” the mage croaked. “Not long now. Have to… have to…”

Cal reached into his pouch. There was one pottery vial left, its surface rough beneath his fingers, its cork stopper sealed with wax. One chance to heal, which he hoped to hang onto in case one of his friends was injured. But could anyone really need it more than this man?

“Here.” Cal held up the potion. “I have one more for you.”

“No.” To Cal’s surprise, the mage shook his head and pushed Cal’s hand away. “I’m going… going to become a hollowmage, no potion will remedy that now. My codex, all gone, my spirit with it. Save… save that to save yourself.”

His croak turned into a rasping wheeze, and he curled over as a coughing fit seized him. Blood flecked the fingers he covered his mouth with. Blood and black spots of mold.

When the coughing stopped, the mage pushed himself into a sitting position, propped up with both hands. He stared at Cal, and there was a dreadful intensity in his eyes.

“I beg you,” he said. “Stop the king from using the well.”

“The well?” Cal asked. “What is that?”

If the mage knew the answer, he didn’t give it. Exhausted from his efforts, he pointed feebly to a doorway out of the room, then slumped back onto the dirt. His eyes closed.

Raya leaned in close, one hand against the side of the mage’s neck, her ear to his mouth.

“Is he dead?” Cal asked.

She shook her head. “Unconscious, but he doesn’t have much longer.” She looked sorrowfully at the broken man. “He’s probably better off this way.”

Azamar placed a hand on Cal’s shoulder.

“We should continue with our endeavor,” Azamar said quietly. “He has used his last moments to grant us vital intelligence, and we should not let it go to waste.”

“Shouldn’t we…” Cal’s voice trailed off. What was it he wanted? There was nothing they could do to save the mage without going against his wishes, and this was no time or place for a funeral. But it seemed wrong to rush off now, to not mark this moment, to not stay with a man about to die.

“Wait for the king to come in search of his latest hollowmage?” Azamar asked, his tone sharper. “What do you think, Cal?”

Reluctantly, Cal rose to his feet. He could feel something, farther down in the catacombs in the direction the mage pointed. Something powerful waiting for them in the dark. He took one last look at the dying man, then strode off down the tunnel, a fireball floating ahead of him.

The tunnel was cold, the air still, but Cal felt something move. Now that he was closer, he had a better sense of the rotten magic they felt in the earth beneath the palace. He realized what he sensed wasn’t one spell; there was a whole mass of spells down here—complex conduits of power, sitting in the ancient dirt beneath the royal palace.

They weren’t clear, distinct, separate spells like he won from the shrines, where magic was orderly, each part carefully differentiated from the next. No. These were all muddled together, a tangle of powers tearing into each other, creating something none of them were ever meant to be. It was as if the spells became knotted together somehow, and now none of them could be separated or broken free.

The others followed Cal as he strode through a maze of tunnels, heading into the heart of that rotten, tangled magic, guided by his sense for the thing lurking at its core. There was something there, something powerful and ancient, something with the power to corrupt and destroy.

Cal clenched his fist and strode on, determined and ready to face whatever might come.

They stepped into a massive chamber, cold and echoing. Its walls were as rough as any cavern, but its shape as regular as the palace halls far above. The light of Azamar’s fireballs were swallowed by the gloom that hung above their heads, thick with that smoke-like darkness that tainted the air throughout the catacombs. But another light, colder and more sinister, illuminated the Library party as they emerged.

In the center of the chamber was an enormous, purple-black orb whose glow set Cal’s teeth on edge. It was like looking at an inverted version of the sun, darker instead of brighter at its heart, with flares of malevolent energy stretching from its surface.

Whispers emerged from the orb, voices speaking in a language Cal couldn’t understand. Though he didn’t know the words, he felt the wrongness of them, something terrible in their intent. Just like looking at his codex and getting a sense of spells he couldn’t read, here he heard the voices and sensed something dark. Temptations, perhaps, or threats, the promise of a future Cal didn’t want to see.

“What do they mean?” he asked.

“What does what mean?” Azamar asked.

“The voices. What are they saying?”

“I don’t hear any voices.” Azamar looked at Oswerg. “Do you?”

“No.” Oswerg shook his head. “But I don’t like this.”

“I’m with you there, Os,” Raya said. “And I don’t hear them either, but then, I don’t have magic.” She laid a hand on Cal’s shoulder. “Sorry, but I think this must be another Spellweaver thing.”

“You mean a Spellbreaker one.” Cal stared at the malevolent orb. “This is nothing to do with me.”

The orb turned in the air, its surface rippling. Purple light pulsed, and waves of darkness diminished the warm glow from Azamar’s fireballs. The chamber grew darker as streamers of smoke-like blackness kept drifting in.

“What is it?” Cal asked, turning to Azamar. He was head of the Library and the most learned mage Cal knew. He must have some idea of what rotated in front of them.

Azamar shook his head and took a step back, away from the chilling ball of power. His eyes were wide, one hand pressed to his mouth, and his voice emerged higher than normal when he spoke.

“I don’t know what this is,” he said. “Nor what the Spellbreaker is planning to do with it.” He looked as Oswerg. “Do you?”

Oswerg shook his head. “Never seen anything like it. Never heard of one, even.”

Cal swallowed. If his masters were at a loss, then what hope did he have to make sense of it? He wanted to step closer, to touch it, to feel what its magic was like, but something held him back. After a moment, he realized it was the Spellweaver. The spirit inside him didn’t want him to have anything to do with the malignant energy. This time, Cal chose to listen.

The light shifted, dark spaces twitching around the chamber. Cal’s shadow shivered like a candle flickering in the wind, and those of his companions did the same.

Something malevolent must be coming. Cal tensed and gripped his codex tight. If it was the king, then he would face him, ready or not. He couldn’t allow such a monster to keep draining the power and life from fellow mages. This dark orb, whatever it was, represented something dreadful, something they had to stop.

Oswerg raised his club. Raya clenched her fists. Azamar’s eyes narrowed as he stared into the shadows.

Cal called upon the power of the wind, shaping it into a sword in his hand. He reached into the earth, trying to raise shields to protect him and his companions, but the corruption of the elements made it hard to do anything at all. The earth resisted him, the ground refusing to bend to the will of a mage. Cal strained, but still he stood defenseless.

Something else was wrong. That feeling in the ground, that sense of rot and corruption, it wasn’t like this other magic touching him, the one that made their shadows twitch in the half light. Was it not just the king coming? Who else was after them?

Cal turned to face the silent doorway and braced himself.

Azamar’s eyes went wide, and he held up a hand.

“Hold,” he said, and pointed at the shifting shadows. “This isn’t the work of the king or of a Spellbreaker vessel. This is Ebba’s magic.”

Now that Azamar had said it, Cal saw the connection. The way the shadows shifted, the blue tint at their edges—it wasn’t the same power as the orb in the center of the room or the darkness beneath their feet. It was like the Shadowside Inn, dark yet welcoming.

Still, there was something in there that unsettled him. Something wasn’t right.

“She’s trying to communicate with us through the shadows,” Azamar said, and shook his head. “I always used to hate it when she did this.”

He squinted at his shadow, like he was trying to read the words in a poorly scribed book.

“What is she saying?” Cal asked.

“It’s hard to tell.” Azamar’s frown deepened. “The magic around this place is warping the signal, distorting the message. It’s hard to understand…”

He pressed his hand against the ground where the shadow lay. When he looked up, his expression was grim.

“She’s in trouble,” he said. “She’s asking us for help.”


Chapter 27

“Quick,” Oswerg said, and pressed his hands against the floor. “We have to get back.”

The others gathered around as the ogre raised the earth around them. The sickly purple light of the floating  orb disappeared, and Azamar called up a flame so they could see each other.

As he did when they broke into the palace, Cal placed his hands against the side of their earthen vessel and reached into the earth beyond. Oswerg parted it for them, making a way for their earth orb and its passengers to travel, and Cal propelled them through as fast as he could.

This time, the weight of dark magic around them was even heavier than before. Cal pushed with every ounce of his magical strength just to keep them moving, to avoid becoming trapped in the hillside, buried in the dirt under the palace. He propelled them onward, racing to freedom and fresh air, and to help Ebba.

Slowly, the magical pressure relented as they rolled farther from its source. Then the physical pressure gave way too, and Oswerg held up a hand.

“We’re out,” he said. “Hold on.”

He drew back his club, both hands on its grip, then swung. It hit the wall of dirt he built around them, and the wall exploded. They stepped out of its protection, into the pre-dawn street at the bottom of the palace hill.

“This way.” Azamar ran off down the road, sandals slapping against the cobblestones. The others followed, racing through thoroughfares still mostly deserted. Only cats and the occasional early riser watched them pass, running as fast as they could through Aerteria.

After a few blocks, the roads looked more familiar to Cal. Raya, too, because she picked up speed, running ahead of Azamar. The fire mage, who initially led them with his local knowledge, fell to the back of the pack by the time they reached the run-down district Ebba called home.

Raya rushed into the street the inn bordered and stopped dead in her tracks, a hand pressed to her mouth. Cal emerged a moment after her, and stopped, staring aghast at what laid in front of them.

The inn was all but gone. Only ruins of the building remained, broken bases of walls and jagged ends of fallen chimney beams, like knives stabbing at the slate gray sky.

For a moment, Cal thought the place was burned, and it was smoke rising from its remains. Then he realized it wasn’t smoke, but shadow, the broken remnants of the inn dissolving into the magic they were made from, before floating off.

Oswerg lumbered past his younger companions and straight into the ruins, without thought for his own safety.

“Ebba?” he bellowed. “Ebba, where are you?”

He yanked up a ceiling beam twice as long as he was tall and flung it away, then reached for another.

“Ebba! Answer me!”

“She might not be here.” Azamar strode in behind Oswerg, raising flames in his hands to illuminate the ruins. “We should look for the places where a body might be hidden.”

“She’s not dead,” Oswerg growled.

“We don’t know that,” Azamar said grimly.

Raya rushed in to join Oswerg, throwing aside fallen beams and heaps of rubble. Cal followed, but stopped at the edge of the ruins, surveying the scene. With all the magic he had, what was the best way he could help here?

He fought the urge to leap in and start flinging rubble around. Instead of forcing his will upon the world, he sat down, closed his eyes, and let the world come to him, listening to the wind.

Sure enough, a voice came to him, the strained wheeze of someone trying to make themselves heard from under the weight of a fallen building. He followed the strands of wind, working out where they came from, then felt the earth beneath. At last, he opened his eyes and leaped to his feet.

“This way,” he said, striding through the ruins. Oswerg and Azamar paused to exchange a look, but Raya didn’t hesitate, following Cal straight away.

He walked to the far side of the inn, where another building was half destroyed. The rubble there was a mix of shadows and ordinary bricks. Cal grabbed a beam and shifted it aside.

“She’s under here,” he said. “I can hear her.”

Raya and Oswerg dived in, flinging all their effort into the task. Timbers and heaps of brick were flung aside as they demolished the pile of debris. An arm appeared from under the rubble, fingers stretched out toward them. With one final furious grunt, Oswerg cast the remaining rubble aside, revealing Ebba.

The shadow mage lay collapsed face down in the dirt, covered in brick dust. Her tough dwarf body had survived the building’s collapse, but she was gravely hurt. She groaned as Azamar rushed in and rolled her over, drawing her head onto his lap.

“Ebba?” he said, in a softer voice than Cal ever heard him use. “Ebba, can you hear me? Do you know who I am?”

Ebba lay on her back, her codex clutched tight to her chest. Her eyelids fluttered open, and she looked up at Azamar.

“Hey, sexy,” she croaked. “Fancy seeing you here.”

Azamar laughed, but there was pain in the sound.

“I see that your sense of poise and dignity remain intact,” he said. “How is the rest of you?”

“Battered, but I’ll survive.” Ebba winced as she pushed herself upright. “This, though, this hurts…”

She opened her codex in her lap. It appalled Cal to see the damage to the pages inside. Spells were half ripped out, their remains ragged scrawls of ink that bled from the edges of the pages, silent screams scribed in magic and pain. He and his companions stared at it, shocked.

“Good thing I’m a fighter,” Ebba said, then paused for a hoarse cough that shook her whole body. She drew a hand across her brow, wiping away the sweat and dust. “If I wasn’t, he might have taken it all.”

“What happened?” Cal asked. Then another question sprang to mind, as he realized who he hadn’t heard in the ruins. “Where’s Voren?”

Ebba closed her codex and held it close, like she was cradling a child, protecting it from hearing the terrible things happening all around.

“A man came to the inn,” she said. “I felt his presence when he opened the door, a blast of power like nothing I’ve ever faced before. It was as if he burned me from the inside, turning my own magic against me.

“I fought the mud stain, of course. No one comes to my inn and starts throwing their weight around, threatening me and my customers. I wouldn’t stand for that when I was a youngster down the mines, and I’m certainly not standing for it now. But he was too powerful. He wore this black armor that was impenetrable to anything I flung at him, every attack or spell just bouncing straight off. He drove me back through the inn, then grabbed hold of my codex.” She hunched over, stroking the cover of the book, making soft sounds. The pages rippled in response. “He started destroying my spells.”

They watched in silence as she sat there, cradling her codex. Cal knew since Azamar first explained the hollowmages how horrific a thing it was to rip spells from a mage’s codex; but after what they saw in the catacombs, it was far more real, and even more dreadful. Azamar wrapped an arm around Ebba’s shoulders, and she leaned in, resting against his side.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

“You’re sorry?” She laughed. “Wait until I get hold of the guy who did this. Then you’ll really see sorry.” She took a deep breath and looked up at Cal. “Your prince, he tried to fight too, but he was nothing compared to the creature that attacked us. Whoever it was overwhelmed him, but that gave me time to grab my codex back. I summoned what power I could, but after all the damage, I couldn’t take it anymore. The last thing I saw before I passed out was him flinging the prince over his shoulder and striding away.” She shook her head. “I’ve never been weak in my life, but I felt helpless in the face of that man’s power.”

“That man you faced was the king,” Azamar said, his face crumpled in concern.

“The king?” Ebba jerked her head away to stare at him. She let out a bark of laughter. “You’re kidding, right? Royalty is all proclamations and waving out of carriage windows and getting other people to do your dirty work.”

“It’s true,” Oswerg said. “We saw things in the palace, things that paint an abysmal picture.”

Ebba shook her head. She pushed herself to her feet and looked around at the remains of her home and business.

“All that work, wasted,” she said, then regarded the others. “And much as I hate to admit I’m not the center of the world, this is nothing compared with how bad the rest of the situation is. The dormant power in the royal bloodline is terrifying. If the Spellbreaker can add it to his own abilities, there’s no limit on what he could do.”

Azamar nodded solemnly. “None of this is indicative of a happy future.”

Cal scratched his head as he considered what Ebba told them.

“I wonder why the king took Voren instead of killing him,” he said. “I mean, he knows Voren tried to murder him, so it would make sense to kill him first and protect himself. It must mean he wants Voren for something.”

“Makes sense,” Raya said. “But what could he want?”

“Whatever it is, we can’t just leave Voren to his father’s whims; we must rescue him. I gave my word I’d help him, and I’m not letting him down now.”

Cal cracked his knuckles and gazed across the city, back in the direction they came from. The top of the palace peeked across the rooftops, its stones washed in a golden glow from the first light of dawn. It was a light normally filled with hope and promise, but today it felt like a threat.

“Ebba struggled to fight the king,” Azamar said. “We shouldn’t rush into this. We need to plan and prepare.”

“That takes time, and I’m not sure that time is something we have.” Cal looked his master in the eye. “Remember what we found in the catacombs. Something big is coming in three months, and if we don’t defeat the king now, the Spellbreaker might grow stronger and be too powerful for us to beat.”

“You might be the Spellweaver, but you’re not ready to fight a threat like this, Cal. Not yet.”

“I might not be, but it isn’t just me in this fight.” Cal spread his arms wide, a gesture that took in all his companions. “It’s all of us, and the allies we’ve found along the way. More than that…” He tapped the side of his head. “It’s all my ancestors, the people who carried the Spellweaver spirit before me. I have their magic in my head, their strength, and their learning. I—we—are not alone in this.”

“A strength that overwhelmed you before.” Raya grabbed his arm, alarmed. “Cal, you can’t just go charging into this and embrace the Spellweaver’s full power. I almost lost you once already. We almost lost you, and the world is relying on you. Don’t throw yourself in harm’s way.”

“I won’t.” Cal squeezed her hand. “I promise. But I can learn to control this, to channel the spirit of the Spellweaver, to use it in a way that works for us. I did it when we faced the hollowmages tonight, remember?”

“Only just.”

A crash rang out as broken beams fell from the heap behind them. More of the inn’s ruins were unraveling, leaving rubble to fall into the street. Streaks of shadow floated away into the blue of the morning sky, vanishing as the light swallowed them.

“Remember the bigger danger, Cal,” Azamar said. “Not just to you, but to the very existence of the Spellweaver, and so to the existence of magic in the world. If its spirit took over and it killed you while it’s in charge, that’s the end of the Spellweaver. You must keep that from happening.”

Cal nodded solemnly.

“I know, but we don’t have a choice. I’m going to have to fight the Spellbreaker soon, to stop whatever is meant to be unleashed in three months’ time. When that happens, I’m going to have to tap into its spirit to defeat them, however unready I am.”

“Maybe we can find another way,” Oswerg said, stroking one of his tusks.

“There isn’t one. This was a risk we were always going to have to take, sooner or later. All that’s changed is now we know when.”

Azamar sighed.

“Maybe you’re right,” he said. “Maybe I am being too cautious. This calls for a new plan.”

The fire mage got up from the ground where he cradled Ebba and paced back and forth.

“We need to use our magical powers to get an edge on the enemy, but we also need to preserve those powers,” he said. “Worse, we have to act quickly, without rushing into disaster.”

He tapped a foot against the ground, and his face split into a big grin.

“I do enjoy a challenge.” He rubbed his hands together, his craggy brows all but dancing above sparkling eyes. “We have two days until the coronation anniversary. We can’t risk using earth magic to break into the palace again, since Cal and Oswerg will need all their strength to fight the king. So, we’ll go back to Olivia’s plan, or at least part of it. We’ll sneak in during the anniversary celebrations and ambush the king.”

“That makes sense,” Cal said, remembering how much power it took to tunnel through the hill, and how much he needed to overcome the hollowmages. He would need even more if he was going to beat their creator. “And it gives us some time to prepare. Not much, but it’s better than nothing.”

“That’s great,” Raya said with a yawn. “But right now, we’ve had a long night, we all need rest, and the place we were living in has been smashed like a toy in the hands of a toddler throwing a tantrum. So, what’s the plan to deal with that?”

“I’ve got it,” Oswerg said.

He walked to the center of where the inn once stood. Most of its remains faded away already, leaving the guests’ possessions scattered across bare ground. He put his hand flat against the earth, opened his codex, and began chanting.

The ground shook, and then crumpled. Slabs of stone rose around Oswerg, sliding over each other to connect, forming walls, a floor, and a ceiling. He crafted gaps for windows, with shutters of thinner rock, and a door on a hinge made from the same thin stone. It wasn’t a fancy building, or a pretty one, but it was as functional as anything Cal ever saw.

The door opened, and Oswerg waved out at them.

“Come on in,” he said. “It’s time to sleep.”

Cal and Raya grabbed their bags where they fell amid the inn’s destruction, then followed him inside.


Chapter 28

There were no beds in the stone inn, but each of the occupants had their own small room. Cal spread out his traveling bedroll and laid down, with his pack as a pillow. The whirling thoughts in his mind settled, and he sank gratefully into sleep.

When he woke, the sun was high in the sky, most of the morning gone. Cal sat for a while, staring out the window of his room, across the city to the distant palace. A terrible challenge lay ahead of him, a fight not just for his life but those of everyone he cared about, and millions more innocents. He hoped he was up to it.

If he was going to rise to the challenge, he needed to get better at channeling the spirit of the Spellweaver. He didn’t have long to prepare, so that’s what he should spend his time on.

He cleaned up and donned a fresh change of clothes then wandered downstairs. Oswerg had been busy. The stone house now boasted a dining room, with a stone table and chairs. Smells of food drew Cal toward an adjacent room, where Raya stirred a pot over an open fire.

“Morning, sleepy head,” she said. “Why don’t you go take a seat, and I’ll bring you breakfast.”

“I don’t expect that sort of service around here,” Cal said, smiling.

“Don’t get used to it. If it’s a choice between poking my eyes out and spending all day playing servant to you lot, I’ll choose blindness.”

“So why are you doing it now?”

“Because apparently, we need the Spellweaver, and the Spellweaver needs his breakfast. But tomorrow, it’s your turn.” She winked.

Cal took a seat at the dining table, and a few minutes later, Raya appeared, carrying two steaming bowls. She set them down, stone clacking against stone, and handed Cal a spoon.

“Summer fruit porridge,” she said. “Enjoy.”

Cal didn’t realize how hungry he was until he started eating. Within moments, the bowl was half empty, and he wondered if there would be seconds.

“I’m worried about you,” Raya said, staring at him over her bowl. “I think you might push yourself too far trying to get to grips with the Spellweaver spirit. You passed out for three days the first time it happened, and the most recent time you bled from your nose. What if those things happen again?”

“I’ll be fine,” Cal said, trying to show more confidence than he felt.

“Seriously, Cal, I care about you.” Raya looked down at her porridge. “I don’t want to see you in pain like that again.”

Cal swallowed. He wanted to reach for her hand but wasn’t sure if he should. Raya’s fingers were clenched tight around her spoon, so tight her knuckles were white.

“I care about you too,” he said. “I promise, I’ll be as cautious as I can.”

“Okay.” Raya nodded and took a deep breath. “How does it feel to channel the Spellweaver’s spirit?”

Cal hesitated. When he did it, he was intensely aware of what was happening to him, but he’d never tried to express it in words before.

“It’s like this terrible strength,” he said. “As if I have more power than I’ve ever had in my life, but less control. I have to fight to make my own mind do what I want. It’s incredible and petrifying all at once.”

“And you’re all right doing that?” Raya asked, looking at him with wide eyes.

“I have to be. No one else can face this challenge for me.”

“If I could, I would… to take the pain away from you.”

“Thanks.” Cal smiled. “But then, I’d spend the whole time wishing I could take it from you.”

“Well then, you’re an idiot.”

“What does that make you?”

“Oh, I’m amazing. Far too amazing for it to be explained. That’s why sometimes, when I explain how awesome I am, it doesn’t make any sense.”

Cal laughed. “That’s the best excuse I’ve ever heard.”

“Oh, it’s not an excuse, as you’d understand if you were as amazing as me.”

“So, I’m not amazing?”

Raya smiled a mysterious smile, then stood up, taking both of their empty bowls.

“Not as amazing,” she said. “But amazing in your own way. Now, you need to go train, so you don’t black out and scare the life out of me next time you use your powers.”

“What if I want more breakfast?” Cal pulled a sad face.

“Then you can earn it by training.” She ushered him toward the door. “Go, get your magic on. And remember… I believe in you.”

Cal’s face reddened, and he hurried out the back of the stone house before Raya could see it. Oswerg built an enclosure there, dirt walls that provided a space where they could train unseen. Cal’s first inclination was to start summoning his magic, but he knew where the Spellweaver was concerned, his initial instincts were often wrong. Now wasn’t the time to fling his power about. He needed to figure out a way to control it instead.

He sat down, closed his eyes, and reached for the Spellweaver’s spirit.

At first, there was no response. The spirit was in there still, but it didn’t stir when he tried to connect.

Cal wasn’t surprised.

Every time he channeled the spirit before, he was in deadly danger, and that forged a connection between them. Right now, he was calm and safe. Though that would’ve been great for studying theory or reading a book, it wasn’t great for linking with his inner magic man. It was much easier to channel the Spellweaver’s spirit in stressful situations, but he couldn’t rely on nerves or fear. Those conditions made Cal desperate for its help, often unable to hold it back. The Spellweaver took advantage of his distressed state and took over. He needed to break that pattern and keep himself in the driver’s seat.

He took a deep breath and reached for the spirit again. Still no response. Another breath, another attempt. He called to the power meant to be on his side, his face set in lines of concentration. He opened the channels he used before and waited for the rush to come.

Nothing.

Frustrated, Cal gritted his teeth and pushed his will against the space where the spirit resided, trying to force it out. It felt like punching a brick wall, and left his mind reeling.

His exasperation grew, and he inhaled a breath, trying to stay calm, reminding himself he couldn’t let his emotions get the better of him. That was how the Spellweaver took over. It was a trap he fell into once, and he didn’t want to be caught by it again.

Raya’s voice sprang into his mind, repeating the words she said as she sent him out to practice: “Remember, I believe in you.” He smiled. If Raya believed in him, he could do no less than believe in himself as well.

Cal reached out to the spirit again, a calm, firm touch. He didn’t passively accept whatever the spirit wanted, nor did he demand it to obey, but asked for a response.

“Hello, Cal.” The Spellweaver’s voice echoed in his head. “Please, open your eyes.”

Cal did as he was asked and found he no longer sat in the dirt in the yard of the stone inn. Instead, he sat on a wooden chair in a house of some kind, one he didn’t recognize. Across a table from him, an old man sipped a cup of tea. His head gleamed bald, except for a ring of gray that ran around its edges, and his face, brown as autumn leaves, was wrinkled with age. He smiled, and his features crinkled until his eyes almost disappeared.

“It’s good to see you,” the old man said.

“Where am I?” Cal asked. “Who are you?”

“My name is Olin. I was the Spellweaver before you, and this is my home.”

“Your home?” Cal looked around. “How did I get here?”

“Well, I say home. This is more like where I sealed my spirit when I tried to do the same to the Spellbreaker. The place where I trapped myself, for better or for worse.” Olin held up a steaming pot. “Tea?”

“Um, yes please.”

Olin poured steaming liquid into a simple clay cup and handed it to Cal.

“Is this real?” Cal asked. The cup felt real in his hand, its surface rough and heated through by its contents. The tea smelled refreshing and tasted just as good when he took a sip.

“As real as this place,” Olin said, waving around him with his cup. “Which is to say, not as real as this conversation, but as real as I can have these days. You see, the spirit of the Spellweaver and the Spellbreaker are two sides of the same coin. I couldn’t seal one away without sealing the other, but I could at least make my prison comfortable.”

Cal recalled Martha’s words when they were training. She said sacrifice would be necessary to defeat the Spellbreaker.

“Will I have to do the same?” he asked. “Must I lock myself away to overcome the Spellbreaker?”

Pleasant as Olin’s home was, the thought of living in a prison of his own upset Cal. He was still young, and there was so much of the world to see. More than anything, he didn’t want to leave Raya behind. But if that’s what it took to keep her safe—and the rest of the world with her—then it was a price he would pay. Albeit reluctantly.

“I don’t know,” Olin said. “Each Spellweaver must find their own means of besting the Spellbreaker.”

Those few words gave Cal hope. He leaned forward eagerly over his cup.

“Like what?” he asked.

“Those before me simply battered the Spellbreaker down until he couldn’t bear to rise again. But inevitably, he always recovered and came back for more. I’m afraid that isn’t the solution.

“I thought I was smarter than the others, that I could end the cycle by sealing us both away. I created this place for that purpose, and another like it for the Spellbreaker. But it wasn’t enough. Our prisons were made of Spellweaver magic, and it is the nature of the Spellbreaker to unravel what the Spellweaver makes. He degraded his prison over time, and as you know, he escaped. You’ll need to find a better solution if you want to end this ancient war for good.”

Olin took a sip of his tea and smiled, his expression rueful.

“Of course, you could just beat him into the dirt and hope for the best,” he said. “But after generations of seeing how that works out, I don’t recommend it.”

Cal leaned back in his seat and considered what he was told. It was good to have all of it confirmed, but little of it was new, and none of it brought him closer to the power he needed.

“I think I need to channel the Spellweaver’s spirit,” he said, “but every time I do it, I get overwhelmed. Why can’t I just use my powers like the Spellbreaker vessels do?”

Olin sighed. “That, I’m afraid to say, is another unintentional consequence of my failure. The Spellweaver and the Spellbreaker spirits are still restrained in these prisons. I know it might not feel like it when you see what the Spellbreaker is doing, but both are still somewhat bound—for now, at least.

“The Spellbreaker, however, rooted his corruption into the world far more deeply than I anticipated. He has a fierce grip, and it’s allowed him to break his cage more quickly than I could break my own. For you, only a part of the Spellweaver’s power is available, and it doesn’t properly work, while the Spellbreaker… Well, that puts you at a severe disadvantage in this fight, as you know. But there is hope.”

“What hope?” Cal asked. “Because right now, it all sounds bleak to me.”

The old man regarded him with a serious gaze. “When did you first sense something was off with your life?”

“Off?”

“You know, seeing visions, doing things you couldn’t explain, experiences that didn’t match the life you grew up with…”

Cal thought back to what he’d known and what he’d felt before Azamar arrived; before he started down the path he was on now.

“Things got more severe about eleven months ago,” he said. “That was when I saw visions of shadowy figures around the village where I lived, what I now know were hollowmages hunting me. But, in hindsight, I’d always had nightmares, moments of horrible darkness I couldn’t explain. I accepted the visions because they just seemed like an extension of that.”

Olin nodded and drank the last of his brew, then refilled the cup. His pot never seemed to empty, no matter how much he poured, and even after sitting all that time on the table, the tea still came out steaming hot. It must be the sort of detail the mage came up with to make himself comfortable in his confinement.

With an idle sort of dread, Cal wondered how he would shape his own prison, if left with no other choice. Given the prospect of eternity in one place, the thing he’d want most was Raya’s company, and he could never inflict such a trap on her.

“When exactly were your nightmares at their worst?” Olin asked.

Cal gazed through the steam drifting from his cup as he cast his mind back down the years, looking for any sort of pattern. After a handful of heartbeats, realization dawned.

“They always got worse a few months after my birthday,” he said. “The same pattern every year. I never recognized it until now.”

“Why would you?” Olin shrugged. “We take our day-to-day lives for granted until they are torn away from us.”

He looked up from his tea, taking in the comfortable room with an air of sadness.

Cal barely noticed his host’s shifting mood. He discovered something new. Pieces were coming together. This was how he would find his solution. This was how he would beat the Spellbreaker, in the end.

“That’s when the hollowmages started appearing, too,” he said, and grinned. “That time of year. Is there something special about it?”

“It’s when the magical energies of the world are most accessible,” Olin explained. “When the elements align and the power flows most readily. No wonder it was disturbing for young Cal: you were sensing the Spellbreaker making his way back into the world, and your powers were trying to rise on the magical tide.”

Olin leaned forward. His genial demeanor faded, replaced with a steely determination.

“That time is when the ultimate battle must happen,” he said. “Only then will the Spellweaver’s full power be accessible. Only then will you be able to fight the Spellbreaker at your strongest. But be warned, the Spellbreaker will be at his strongest too, and his vessels will work to combine their powers into one. That conjugation, that moment when the material and immaterial align, will empower you both. The threat will be greater than ever, but your ability to face it will be, too.”

Cal swallowed. To beat the Spellbreaker and his followers, he must fight them at their most powerful. They would be vulnerable at their most formidable. It was one of those paradoxes Azamar loved so much, but made Cal’s headache.

Something ran from his nose. He touched his lip, but felt nothing, and when he brought his fingers away, they were clean.

“Your body is reaching its limit,” Olin said. “We’re almost out of time.”

He grabbed Cal’s hand. The ancient Spellweaver’s eyes burned with a feverish intensity, and his grip was like iron.

“What are you doing?” Cal asked in alarm. He felt a burning sensation in his hand, though nothing about it looked different.

Olin smiled.

“I’m giving you something to help you in the fight to come,” he said. “Good luck, and goodbye.”

The burning intensified, Cal clutched his hand, and the world faded to black.


Chapter 29

Cal felt something hard and cold under his back, an unyielding surface that pressed against his spine and leached the warmth from his flesh. The world around him was gray, and it took him a moment to realize it was because his eyes were closed. He blinked them open and stared at a ceiling of seamless rock.

He splayed his fingers to feel the surface he was lying on. It was rock too, which explained the coldness and hardness. The wall beside him was also stone, its surface broken only by a gap for a window, with a pair of stone shutters drawn open. He must be back in the home Oswerg crafted for them. How long was he out?

Slowly, testing his body in case anything was amiss, Cal rolled onto his side. Raya sat in a chair next to the bed—a stone chair, of course—her head tilted as she slept. Her expression was peaceful, and her brown hair fell loose across one shoulder. When did she become so pretty? Did something about her change, or was the change in Cal?

He was reluctant to wake her, to break the magic of the moment, but he couldn’t just lie there. Too much was at stake. Besides, a rock bed might be comfortable to Oswerg, but it didn’t suit Cal.

“Raya?” Cal said.

“Wah?” Raya jerked awake, jumping halfway out of the chair with her fists raised before her eyes were even fully open. She blinked and looked around, then smiled at Cal as she lowered her fists. “You’re awake. Thank goodness.”

“How long have I been out?” Cal sat upright and rolled his head from side-to-side, easing the stiffness in his neck.

“It’s so tempting to prank you right now. To tell you it’s been years, that the world’s moved on, that there are flying carts now and mages on every street corner. But I wouldn’t do a thing like that.” She grinned. “At least, not today.”

“Flying carts aside, how long has it actually been?”

“Just a few hours.”

Cal breathed a sigh of relief. “So, we still have time to stop the king?”

“I hope so. But what happened to you?” She sounded concerned. “We found you passed out in the training yard, breathing slow and heavy. Nothing we did woke you up, and believe me, we tried everything we could think of.”

“Is that why my tunic is damp?” Cal felt the soggy cloth around his collar. “Did you throw water on me?”

“Among other things. Now seriously, what happened?

Sitting on the edge of the stone bed, Cal shared all about his encounter with Olin in his memory of a house, and what the previous Spellweaver told him, finishing with that final moment when Olin seized his hand and gave something to Cal, something so powerful it hurt.

“So, what was it?” Raya asked.

“I’m not sure,” Cal admitted, looking around. “If you guys didn’t find anything with me, it must be inside me.”

He held out his hand and summoned his codex. It came effortlessly now. The book even appeared in his grip, instead of falling into his hand. He opened the cover and flipped through the pages, seeing his collection of wind spells and the lone earth spell. Then came a new spell, one he didn’t recognize at all, with strange letters written in shimmering gold. Cal ran his fingers across it, and there was a warm feeling, like sunlight scattered across his magical senses.

“Is that new?” Raya asked, turning her head as she looked down at the page.

“It is.”

“Well, what does it do?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then what do the words say?”

Cal shook his head. “I can’t make any sense of them at all.”

Raya scoffed. “Well, reading really isn’t as impressive as some people make out.”

“These aren’t the sort of words I learned to read. They do feel good though.” Cal flexed his hand. “I’ll try the spell, see what it does.”

Raya stepped back to the corner of the room.

“This isn’t because I don’t trust you,” she said. “This is because I don’t trust the magic. The fact that I don’t trust you is pure coincidence.”

She winked to show that she didn’t mean it, then stood, watching him expectantly.

Cal called on the power of the spell, letting the magic flow through him. It was rich and warm, a relaxed, flowing sensation, not the rushing energy of wind or the solidity of earth, which he learned to tell apart through his recent practice. But what did this magic do?

Apparently, nothing. The spell ended, Cal let the power go, and everything in the room remained the same as before.

Something caught his eye, a glow by the door. A faint, gold trail that led out of the room.

“Can you see that?” he asked, pointing at the trail. After his experience with Olin, he half expected it to only be visible to him, but Raya nodded.

“That gold thing? I do. What is it?”

“I’m not sure, but I figure there’s one way to find out. Let’s go.”

They followed the golden trail out of the room and down the corridor. The building was bigger and more complex than Cal had realized, or perhaps Oswerg had been improving it while he slept. They passed several doorways and descended a flight of stairs to a room near the front of the building, where Azamar sat alone, drinking a cup of ale and leafing through his codex. His sad expression shifted to one of relief as they walked in.

“Cal, you’re awake,” Azamar said. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine, and I can tell you all about it later,” Cal said, “but right now, I’m more interested in that.”

He pointed at the golden thread, which ran across the room to Azamar.

“Oh!” Azamar peered at the thread. “What is that?”

“I’m not sure. The last Spellweaver gave me a spell, and this came out of it.” Cal stepped closer to Azamar, examining the thread as he went. “Are you feeling anything different?”

“Only the gentle effects of this drink.” Azamar raised his cup. “I doubt the two are related.”

He closed his codex and lifted it up to get a better view of where the golden thread went. As he did so, the thread shifted, and Cal saw that it led to the codex itself.

“Your codex,” Cal said quietly. “Can I try something with it?”

Azamar looked at him uncertainly. Cal touched parts of the older mage’s codex before, in extreme circumstances, but it wasn’t something a mage normally did. A codex was so connected to its owner that touching someone else’s felt wrong. But if there was one thing they learned over the past months, it was that the traditions and taboos of magic didn’t always work, especially not where the Spellweaver was concerned.

“Here.” Azamar held the codex out to Cal. “But be careful with it.”

Cal reached for the codex, but still shied away from touching it. Instead, he held his hand above it, feeling the power that radiated from the magical book. Clutching his own codex in his other hand, he called upon the spell that Olin gave him and let the magic flow. There was a golden radiance between Cal’s hand and the codex, like the trail that brought them there, but more intense.

“I feel something,” Azamar whispered, his eyes wide as he stared at the book.

The codex twitched. The cover flipped back, and the pages started to ruffle, as though turned by an invisible finger. It stopped at one of the pages where Nostanus drained a spell away, leaving only a ghostly trace of the words once there, an imprint of lost magic. The glow intensified, and ink dripped out of the air, landing on the lost letters. The symbols swirled and solidified, taking on their old form.

“My… My spell.” Azamar stared in amazement. “I can feel it. It’s back.”

The pages turned again, stopping at a place where Nostanus tore several pages out. Again, the glow intensified. From the ragged stumps of the pages, fresh paper unfurled and spells scrawled across it.

“All my spells!” Azamar sounded giddy with excitement. “They’re coming back.”

Pages turned and appeared, re-inscribed by the Spellweaver’s power, until the book slammed shut again and the glow faded.

“Astounding!” Azamar laughed as he looked at Cal. “You’ve given them all back to me.”

Cal beamed with pride and happiness. He’d never been so pleased with anything he’d achieved as he was now, repairing his friend and master’s loss.

Raya tapped him on the shoulder. “Look.”

Where she pointed, there was another trail. They followed it with excited steps through the building, to the dining room. Ebba sat in a stone chair at a stone table, frowning at the golden thread that now ran to her codex.

“I don’t like the look of this,” she groused.

“You will.” Cal paused a moment to catch his breath. Restoring Azamar’s codex took a lot out of him, and he would need to use more energy to restore Ebba’s book as well. “Hold out your codex.”

Ebba narrowed her eyes. “Why? What are you going to do?”

“Trust me,” Azamar said. “You want this.”

Ebba pulled a face, then thrust the codex across the table to sit in front of them. Once again, her rougher handling made Cal cringe, but he understood now that her codex was as important to her as any mage’s was to them, that she was just as attached to it as the rest, even if she showed it differently.

“Go on, then,” she said. “Do your thing.”

Once again, magic flowed from Cal’s hand to the codex. They all watched in wonder as shadow letters appeared across the pages. Ebba leaped out of her seat and whooped out loud.

“Brilliant work!” She hugged Cal. “This one’s even better than you, Azamar.”

“Well, we can’t all be the Spellweaver,” Azamar replied. “Though looking at the state of him, I’m not sure we’d want to.”

Cal bent over; hands planted on the table. His muscles felt drained, and it was hard to hold his head up. Everything took so much effort.

“That spell’s really taken it out of you, hasn’t it?” Raya asked, laying a gentle hand on his back.

Cal nodded. “I can’t manage much more. Not now, at least.”

“That’s fine. There are no more threads.”

“I wonder just how much this spell can heal. Like, could I fix a hollowmage? And what happens if I weave it into an object?”

“Right now, you should be more concerned with healing yourself. Go get some rest, you can test your limits later.”

* * *

They spent the next day preparing for the fight ahead. Azamar and Ebba tested the spells in their restored codexes. Raya sharpened her swords. Oswerg practiced with his club. Cal mostly rested, regaining strength after his exertions.

But curiosity at what else he could achieve with his new spell wouldn’t leave him. He didn’t have any hollowmages handy to practice on, but the other question he had could be answered. All he had to do was to try weaving the spell into an object.

He found Raya out in the yard, beating on shadow constructs with her enchanted gloves. She smiled as he emerged into the sunshine.

“Come to watch my new moves?” she asked, spinning around to catch one construct with a backhand blow.

“Actually, I was hoping to improve them,” Cal said. “Can I have the gloves for a minute?”

“Sure.”

Raya peeled them off and handed them over. Cal held them in one hand and held his codex with the other. He called upon the power of his new spell, weaving its pattern into Raya’s gloves. He could sense the enhanced magic radiating from them, and so could Raya. She stared at them wide-eyed as he handed them back, the cloth radiating a faint golden glow.

“What will they do now?” she asked

“I’m not sure,” Cal said. “But I’m guessing they’ll be more effective against creatures corrupted by the Spellbreaker’s magic. After all, that’s what the spell has been fighting against as it restores the damaged codexes.”

After that, Raya got back to practicing and Cal to resting. They had a big challenge to face, and no one wanted to be unprepared.


Chapter 30

On the morning of the coronation celebration, the group from the Library got up early and assembled in the dining room. The mages had their codexes and Oswerg his club. Raya wore her swords, though Cal doubted she would need to use them: she had been practicing fighting with the gloves. Their magical power gave her more of an advantage than any ordinary blade ever could.

As they were about to leave, Ebba appeared. Cal assumed she was there to see them off until he noticed she wore leather armor and a look of grim determination.

“Not leaving without me, were you?” she asked.

“You’re coming?” Raya asked. “Great!”

“That is good news indeed,” Oswerg said. “More strength for us, and more surprises for the king to deal with. Right, Azamar?”

The fire mage looked less convinced. He stepped close to Ebba and spoke in a low voice.

“This is going to be very dangerous,” he said. “A life-or-death struggle, with no profit at the end of it. You won’t be making a commission on this crime, and if we fail, then a crime is exactly what the authorities will call it.”

Ebba shrugged.

“It’s not like I’ve ever had a problem with getting my hands dirty,” she said. “Or with anyone else knowing what I do. I want revenge on the king for what he unleashed on me and my home. An eye for an eye, that’s the underworld’s code, and I plan on living up to it.”

“If you’re sure.” Azamar opened the front door. “Let’s go.”

They walked down the road, toward the wide main street that ran from the largest set of city gates down to a plaza at the foot of the palace hill. Normal traffic was suspended for the day, along with the day-to-day work of the city. Anyone who wasn’t busy making the celebrations happen was given the day off to celebrate the royal anniversary.

A festival took place in the main street, full of bustling bodies and excited chatter. Everyone had on their most colorful clothes. Many ate and drank things they bought from the temporary stalls set up down both sides of the street. There was singing and dancing and games. Circus performers juggled blades and flames, crossed the street on high wires, and flung themselves through the air in displays of incredible acrobatics. In the plaza, actors dressed up in traditional robes and imitation armor to reenact famous moments in the history of Yaetis.

Their weapons and codexes held discretely out of sight, the five companions wove their way through the crowded streets. Every step of the way, someone tried to accost Cal, offering ale and pies, trying to draw him into a sing along, asking if he wanted to dance. He tried to stay polite and friendly, no matter how many of them bothered him. After all, this was a happy day, and it was nice of folks to try to get him involved. But it was frustrating. All he wanted was to get clear of the milling throng and get into the palace.

At last, they reached gates at the bottom of the palace hill that guarded the way up to the main keep. Some guards looked annoyed at being on duty on a feast day. Others seemed happy to make the most of the occasion, watching the spectacle around them with laughter and smiles. The sergeant in charge, a human with her hair pinned to the back of her head in a coiled plait, was a model of strict efficiency.

“No deliveries today,” she said, raising a hand with her palm out to stop the new arrivals. “Your business can wait until tomorrow.”

“We’re not here on business,” Azamar said. “We are guests of Princess Olivia.”

“You?” the sergeant asked, casting a skeptical eye up and down them. “Friends of Her Highness?”

“Unlikely, I realize, but true. We have traveled far to be here today, and she would be disappointed not to see us.”

The sergeant rolled her eyes. “I’ve heard that story before.”

“Ah, but our story is different.” Azamar drew a paper with a wax seal attached from within his robes. “Her Royal Highness gave us a pass.”

The sergeant looked over the pass, blinked in surprise, looked from the paper to the visitors and back again, then shrugged.

“This seems to be in order,” she said. “You can go on through.”

At a gesture from the sergeant a rattling sounded from behind the gates, and one of them swung open. Cal and his companions walked on in.

“Thank you so much,” he said as he passed. “I hope you get to enjoy some of the festivities once your shift is done.”

“Chance would be a fine thing.” The sergeant waved them on. “Now get out of the way so that we can lock this place up again.”

As the gate swung shut, one guard on the far side eyed Cal and his companions with suspicion. Cal gave the man his most disarming smile, but it didn’t seem to do any good.

“Can’t please everyone,” Raya said, tugging his arm. “Come on, the party’s waiting for us.”

A steep set of stone stairs ran up the side of the hill, from the lower gates at its foot to another set of doors at the base of the grand keep. Those doors were also guarded, but were open, letting guests wander in and out as some of them sought fresh air. These guards wore more elaborate uniforms and held themselves stiffly. They didn’t even make eye contact with the nobles who staggered in and out, some of them already drunk at barely past breakfast time. Cal wondered whether they started the celebrations early and were still going from the night before.

No one challenged the new arrivals as they walked through the doors into the keep. In the grand entrance hall, a party was in full swing, the festival even more raucous there than in the streets. Musicians, singers, and tumblers provided entertainment along the sides of the room, in between tables laden with food and drink. Nobles chattered noisily everywhere, some drifting from one social cluster to another, the revelry full of swirling eddies of conversation and connection. All of them seemed to be drinking a strange, dark liquid.

Pushed by the currents of the festivities toward one table at the side, Cal peered at the food and drink. He picked up a few things but put each one down after a brief sniff. They all smelled wrong, in a way that he couldn’t define. Not quite rotten, but something was definitely off about them.

Raya reached for a cake, but Cal grabbed her wrist to stop her.

“Don’t eat or drink anything,” he said, and caught the others’ eyes as well. “Something here isn’t right.”

“What’s not right is you trying to keep all the food for yourself,” Raya said. “You’ll put on the world’s biggest belly that way.”

Despite her mocking tone, she didn’t reach for the food again when he let her go. Instead, she eyed the tables suspiciously, then shrugged and turned away.

The group made their way through the merriment, trying to draw as little attention as they could. Cal noticed many of the nobles they passed coughed and saw more distant ones cover their mouths as they did the same. The wrongness wasn’t just about the food and drink. The darkness that infected the palace permeated everything.

As they approached the far end of the room, Cal spotted a familiar figure in the crowd. Princess Olivia looked even more elegant than she did on her arrival at the Library. She wore a purple gown with a long flowing train and golden jewelry. The gems in her tiara matched her dress. She laughed and smiled at what the nobles around her said, and the clarity of that laugh cut through the background chatter, making people around her smile. The princess’s own smile was wide and joyful, though Cal thought there was something a little stiff about it, something not quite authentic.

When she saw them, Olivia made excuses to her companions and left them to come talk with the Library party.

“I’m so glad you could make it,” she exclaimed, as if she were meeting any other group of guests. “Are you enjoying the celebrations?”

“They’re marvelous!” Cal said. “We never had anything like this back in Pebbert.”

“I’m sure you didn’t.” Olivia laughed, then lowered her voice. “And outside of the celebrations, have you got everything you need to investigate the sickness?”

Cal glanced around, making sure no one listened in.

“We have everything,” he said. “In fact, we’ve already found the source.”

“Really?” Olivia sighed in relief. “Thank goodness for that. What’s causing it?”

“Your father, the king. He’s using dark magic to empower himself and control the empire. That influence has infected everything close to him: the palace, the court, even your family.”

Olivia held out a hand, palm forward, silencing him. From a distance, her expression would still look like the same contented smile she wore a moment before, but up close, Cal saw tension there.

“I don’t want to hear any more of this nonsense,” she said. “You sound just like Voren with his wild conspiracies. My father rules this empire. Whatever reason would he ever have to hurt it?”

“People do strange things for the sake of power. Too much of it can corrupt,” Cal said. “When it does, someone’s actions may not match the person you think you know.”

“Perhaps for you that’s true, but court life teaches us to see what is going on with others. I know my father, and I know he would not do this.”

“Love can blind us to the things we don’t want to see. Are you really telling me that nothing has changed about your father recently? That there’s been no unusual behavior, no odd things said, nothing that seemed weird or inconsistent to you?”

Olivia hesitated, on the verge of a retort, then shook her head.

“He may have been acting a little strange lately,” she admitted. “I’ve seen no signs of dark magic from him, or of anything related to it, and I have serious doubts about what you’re suggesting, but I will consider the possibility and watch out for anything that might confirm it.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.” Cal bowed his head. When trying to get royalty on board, it couldn’t do any harm to pay attention to their rank and the way they expected others to treat them.

He was about to ask what strangeness she spotted in her father’s behavior when a tramp of heavy footsteps and the blaring of trumpets interrupted their conversation. A herald in a tabard quartered with purple and gold cloth climbed onto a chair at the end of the room. He thrust his chest out as he announced:

“Lords, ladies, and gentlefolk, His Majesty the King.”

Cheers and clapping filled the hall as every guest responded to the imminent arrival of their monarch. At the back of the hall, a pair of double doors swung open. Though he craned his neck, Cal couldn’t see over the heads of the people between him and the doors, so he pushed his way through the crowd, trying to get his first look at the man whose dark forces they fought against. His friends followed along behind, dragged in the wake of Cal’s curiosity. A few people protested, but none of them hard. There were plenty of distractions more interesting to the gathered nobles than picking a fight with a group of uncouth strangers.

As Cal reached the front of the crowd, he finally caught a glimpse of the king. How he dressed was the first thing that caught Cal's attention. The ruler of Yaetis wore long, pointy shoes, fitted britches, and a purple velvet doublet with slashed sleeves, a fur-lined cloak trailing out behind him. His doublet was decorated with gemstones in gold mountings, which matched the color and style of his crown.

While the costume grabbed Cal’s attention first, it was the man underneath that surprised him. Based on Olivia and Voren’s ages, their father had to be in his late forties at least, possibly his fifties. Given his luxurious life, Cal didn’t expect him to look as care-worn and sun-wrinkled as a fifty-year-old in Pebbert, or even in the more sheltered streets of the capital, but he still expected gray hairs and some wrinkles in the brow. Instead, the king looked youthful, his skin smooth, his hair lush and dark. Cal was taken aback. The king looked to be in the prime of his life. Certainly not the old man he expected. Surely, not a man old enough to be King of Yaetis.

Cal gazed at the monarch who greeted his most senior courtiers. Was this youthfulness an illusion created with cosmetics, his hair dyed and his wrinkles hidden under powders? Even that should have left some telltale signs, a little dust around the collar, gray roots, a flatness to his complexion, perhaps. But there was none of that.

What Cal noticed, as he kept staring, was a dark energy surrounding the king. It shimmered, enveloping him like an invisible robe. It was as if Cal viewed the man through a heat haze; a miasma that clung close to the monarch’s skin and followed him wherever he moved.

If Cal had any doubts before, they evaporated. Dark magic was plain for anyone to see. At least, anyone willing to see it. Cal glanced over his shoulder, and from his companions’ grim looks, he could tell they saw it too.

Guards ushered the crowd of nobles back, making space around the king. A herald leaped forward, placed a stool in front of his majesty, then blew a small trumpet, silencing the room once more. The king stepped up onto the stool and cleared his throat.

“My friends,” he said, his rich and—youthful? —voice filling the room. “It is a great honor to see you here today. I am grateful to you all for taking the time to be here with me and my family, to mark this special occasion.

“The anniversary of my coronation is a time to contemplate the past. The successes of my reign, and of my father before me. The growth we have seen in recent decades. The driving back of our enemies and the crushing of rebels who would stand against us. Yaetis is stronger now than it has ever been before, thanks to us.”

That drew cheers from the crowd. Looking at these soft, pampered nobles, Cal doubted any of them did the hard work of growing the empire’s wealth or fighting for its security, but they clearly loved being praised for their non-existent role in its success.

“We remember the deeper past too,” the king continued. “The glories of Yaetis himself, and the wave of conquests that have served as our inspiration ever since. The triumphs of his children in uniting what we now hold. The hard work of so many kings and queens since, with so many coronations, and so many anniversaries just like this one to match. We’re not just feasting today; we are connecting to a deep and powerful tradition.”

More cheers, and glasses of dark liquid raised.

“But it is not enough to look to the past. That way lies stasis or, worse, collapse. We must look to the future as well. This is my promise to you, that for all the wonders we have seen, there is an even more glorious future on the horizon.”

The nobles roared out in applause. Even the stern veneers of the guards cracked a little and they smiled.

“As I said, I am grateful to all of you for coming here today.” As he said it, the king looked directly at Cal. Their eyes locked, the ruler smirked, and a shiver ran down Cal’s spine. “Each and every one of you is here for a purpose, to make your own contribution to the strength of the Empire. For some, that means donations to our royal coffers. For others, hard work in the halls of government. And for a few, it is a different sort of sacrifice.

“Gathered together now, only one thing stands in the way of our glorious future.”

King Yaetis pointed at Cal.

“This man here,” he proclaimed. “Guards, seize him!”

Guards rushed in from around the room, while nobles shied away, scared or uncertain. Cal retreated to his friends, and they stood back-to-back as the guards closed in around them, a tight ring of hard faces and harder weapons. Cal gripped his codex and Raya raised her fists.

“Looks like it’s going to be a fight,” Oswerg growled.

“Suits me,” Raya said with a fierce grin. “I’m looking forward to wiping away these smug idiots’ smiles.”


Chapter 31

The guards closed in with weapons raised. Some were the vicious, snarling faces of men and women always itching for a fight. Others displayed the steady, determined professionalism of soldiers who would do whatever they were told by whoever was in charge. None of them looked like consideration or mercy ranked high on their list of attributes.

“You don’t have to do this,” Cal called out. “Your king has fallen to darkness and corruption. We’re here to save you.”

Even as he said it, he knew he was wasting his breath. Why would these warriors ever believe him—a stranger and barely more than a boy—against the word of their ruler? But he had to try. He didn’t want to hurt anyone he didn’t have to.

Sadly, the guards didn’t share his attitude. Some carrying spears, others carrying swords and shields, they advanced on the Library group.

Cal summoned his codex and called the wind to him. As a guard charged, Cal flung a gust his way, sweeping the guard’s legs out from under him and knocking him to the floor. Another he sent flying as the wind swirled back around.

Courtiers ran screaming as weapons clashed and magic flew. The whole room descended into chaos.

Cal shaped a wind sword and raised it just as another guard reached him. Parrying the man’s blow, Cal twisted the blade around, using a trick Oswerg showed him. The guard’s wrist turned back on itself, and the sword fell to the floor with a clang. He raised his shield, but Cal stepped to the side—the wind moving him faster than any normal warrior could move—and stabbed around the barrier. The guard fell across his sword.

Around Cal, his friends fought with bravery and determination. Raya dodged one blow, and another slid off her magically reinforced clothes as she swung a punch that brought her target down. Oswerg swung his club with one hand and wielded magic with the other, raising flagstones from the floor to shield him and the other mages. Darkness flowed around Ebba as she called the shadows to her, snatching them from the feet of her opponents, then using their inky presence to tangle the attackers and stop their charge. Azamar’s eyes blazed as brightly as the fire between his fingers, bursts of flame shooting from him across the room.

Behind his advancing troops, the king laughed and cheered his warriors on.

Unlike some of the other opponents Cal faced, these guards were regular humans. None of them had any magic to counter his own, and there were no ogres with extraordinary strength or elves with uncanny agility. If he paid attention and stayed focused on the threat, he should be able to best them.

Another guard attacked. Cal called on the power of earth, and a stone from the floor shot up between them. The guard’s blade scraped uselessly across the stone, sparks flying as the tip blunted itself against the solid rock. Cal dropped the stone, which landed on the guard’s foot. He bellowed in pain. While the guard was distracted, Cal used wind to blow his shield aside, then ran him through using a wind blade.

The guards might not have had magic or special abilities, but they had courage, and they weren’t letting the power of their opponents put them off. They charged in, weapons swinging in the face of magic most of them had probably never witnessed before.

Azamar flung a sheet of flame in front of him, a rolling wave of fire that rushed to meet the charging guards. Several fell, but one kept running, his clothes blazing, his shield raised to protect his face from the conflagration. As he reached Azamar, he lowered the shield. That proved to be a mistake. Azamar thrust out his hand and summoned a fireball right in the guard’s face, then called up a fire sword to finish him.

Across the circle from Azamar, Oswerg swung his club with relish. The bulk of the ogre and the weight of his weapon were enough to deter some guards, who stepped back rather than be crushed by the swinging stone. Oswerg grinned at them, baring his teeth, then raised his other hand. The codex hanging from a chain around his neck glowed, and the guards shouted in alarm as the ground underneath them turned to quicksand, swallowing them up. One managed to jump clear, losing a boot to the clutching ground, but before she could pick up her dropped spear, Oswerg gave another wave. The pillar behind her shifted and cylinders of stone fell, crushing her beneath the onslaught.

“Just like the old days,” Oswerg said, hefting his club. “Except then, I had to do everything with weapons.”

“I’ve seen you crush a man with your bare hands,” Ebba said, shadows dancing between her fingers.

“My hands are a weapon.”

A spearman ran at Cal, the point of his weapon held out in front of him, screaming as he charged. Cal swung his hand like a pendulum, and the air in front of him rippled. With swift gestures, he summoned and shaped the wind. The spearman determinedly ignored the haze hanging between them, then looked down in confusion as his feet didn’t fall where he expected. The wind formed a ramp, and he ran up it. As he crested the heads of the mages, he tried to stab down at Cal, but the wind snatched hold of his weapon and flung it away. It slammed into the door across the room, its head buried in the oak and its shaft quivering.

A pair of guards, one a scarred veteran, the other young and fresh-faced, advanced on Cal from either side of the air ramp. They moved cautiously, attempting to avoid falling into the same trap as the spearman. Cal sent out a spinning vortex of wind, which caught the younger attacker. The guard held back a scream and clung to his sword as Cal spun him around in dizzying circles. Keeping the sword proved to be a mistake. Cal spun him toward the scarred guard, whose attention was distracted. At the last moment, the veteran looked around, too late to stop the spinning sword from slicing him through.

Raya, not content to merely stand her ground, ducked and weaved through the soldiers. Her swords stayed sheathed at her sides as she lashed out with her fists, knocking the warriors left and right. She couldn’t parry their attacks so mostly relied on dodging. One sword swung in toward her head and she caught it with her magically reinforced glove, then squeezed, snapping the blade in two. With her other hand, she punched the sword’s owner, and he staggered back into the men lined up behind him. They knocked into each other one by one, a column of guards going down like dominoes.

Ebba worked her way around the outside of the room, scooping up shadows wherever she went. From doorways and pillars to chairs and tables, she drew them in to use later. A pair of guards advanced on her, their own silhouettes stretching ahead of them in the light from a large window.

“We’re never really alone, are we?” Ebba said with a wink as she crouched and touched them.

The guards looked at each other in confusion, then shrugged and kept advancing.

At their feet, their shadows shifted. Flat, dark imitations of the guards reared up from the ground and attacked the men that cast them. The guards cried out in alarm as their own shapes clung to them, throttling them, crushing their chests beneath the forces of darkness. In desperation, one of the soldiers drew a dagger and tried to stab the shape that slid across him. The dagger went straight through the shadow and into the guard’s own body. With a groan, he toppled over.

The magic on display was powerful, but there were only five of them and the king had a whole army at his beck and call. Soldiers kept flooding into the room, taking the places of those who fell.

Cal used the wind to blow him over the heads of some of the guards. His target was a wide set of doors at the back of the room that most of the reinforcements streamed through. A blast of wind slammed them shut, and Cal called on the power of earth. The stones of the door frame melted, then reformed, locking the doors in place. Feet thundered behind them, and new arrivals hammered on the heavy wood, but they wouldn’t budge.

There were still plenty of guards, but at least no new ones. Cal watched as Raya punched a man so hard, he hurtled through the air straight at Oswerg, who swung his club like a bat, knocking the unfortunate fellow out of an upper window. Azamar encircled three more in a ring of fire that shrunk smaller and smaller until it incinerated them. Ebba had a group tangled in shadows so deep they couldn’t see. They attacked each other in panicked attempts to protect themselves.

One of the remaining soldiers advanced grimly on Cal.

“Surrender,” the guard growled.

“I think you should surrender,” Cal said. “Look around. You’ve lost this fight.”

“I have my orders.” The guard pointed his sword at Cal. “Surrender or face the consequences.”

Cal sighed and summoned another gust of wind. It swept the warrior off his feet and down the hall. He flew out of the building and tumbled down the hillside, away from the battle inside the palace. Cal flicked a wrist, and the wind turned, slamming the great doors shut.

The boom of the crashing doors echoed around the hall. As the sound faded, there was quiet, the only sounds faint groans from fallen guards, and a shuffling of feet. Part of an arch, the stones beneath it yanked out by Oswerg in the fight, fell and crashed to the ground.

The hall was almost empty now. Bodies littered the floor between tables overturned in the fight, bottles of wine and elaborately decorated cakes crumbled in pieces between them. One table caught fire and as Cal glanced at it, a bottle exploded in the heat, expensive brandy burning blue as it splashed into the flames. There were pops as corks launched from overheated bottles of sparkling wine, allowing the liquid to fizz out into the fire.

“Looks like one hell of a party,” Ebba commented.

“Don’t worry,” Raya said, winking at the king. “We brought presents.”

She flexed her fingers, and magic rippled along the backs of her hands. The king stood dead-eyed, unflinching, looking at his fallen forces like they were just another piece of furniture.

There was a rustling from the side of the room. A group of nobles huddled under an arch, sheltered by a pair of tables that somehow remained upright through the battle. Other nobles stood alone or in small groups around the walls, remnants of the party’s guests. The rest must have fled once the fighting began. Those who remained looked fearful, a few defiant. One little gray-haired lady in a tiara munched on a slice of cake as if she didn’t have a care in the world. She winked at Cal and reached for her glass of wine.

“Not had a show like that in years,” she croaked.

“Mother, get to safety!” A younger woman grabbed the old lady by the arm and dragged her behind a pillar. “Those monsters will kill you.”

“That’s what you said about gin, girl, but I’m still here, aren’t I?”

At one end of the room, Princess Olivia stood among a contingent of guards. She glared at Cal and his companions with a look of pure fury.

“I trusted you,” she snarled, “called you here to protect us, and you bring this violence into the palace?”

Her guards tightened their protective circle around her, shields raised between the princess and the Library group.

“We didn’t start this fight,” Cal said, indignant. He pointed at the king. “He ordered the attack. Your guards attacked us. What did you want us to do, let them kill us?”

“You should have laid down your arms, let them take you peacefully. We could have resolved this misunderstanding.”

“Resolved?” Raya snorted. “Yeah, I bet that would have gone real well for us, unarmed at the mercy of dark magic.”

“My father hasn’t… he didn’t…”

Olivia faltered as she looked at the king. Blackness rolled over his eyes, turning them into midnight orbs, like pits in the folds of his face.

“Yes, let’s talk this through,” he said, stepping out of the shadows from the side of the room. “Diplomacy should triumph, shouldn’t it?”

Ebba’s fingers twitched, and the shadows shifted and rose around the king. He jerked his hand, and they fell, chopped down by the power of his magic.

The king stepped through the carnage of his celebration, over the bodies of his fallen men. His pace was slow, measured, calm. Menacing. Each footfall was purposeful, even as he stepped into a puddle of blood and left crimson footprints across the gray of the stones.

“Father?” Olivia whispered, heartbreak in her eyes. “Is it true? Have you betrayed us?”

“Betrayed?” The king laughed. “On the contrary, I have shown true loyalty to the Empire, genuine commitment to its cause. No one has done better for our nation, for our people, than I have.”

The arm of a fallen guard laid in his path. He nudged it aside with the tip of his shoe, casting a disdainful glance at the pale limb. There was no pride in his fallen men, no compassion for their pain and sacrifice. All he cared about was himself.

“I have set out to do what my father failed to do, and what my predecessors failed to do for generations: restore glory to the Empire.

“Once, this nation was the greatest in the world, a proud power that stretched to the ocean in every direction. Firm, strong, resourceful, implacable in its resolve, unstoppable in its strength. No one could stand against us. We expanded with relentless fury, crushing all those who stood in our way. Any enemy that sought to stop us, or to seize what was ours, we trampled into the dirt, their very memories reduced to ash and dust.

“That was the Yaetis I was raised on. The stories of the original Empire. Days of strength and determination. A time a man could hold his head high, knowing everything he saw around him belonged to us.

“But this empire has grown weak. We allowed our neighbors to defy us, to press at our borders and slice into pieces what was ours. We accepted rebel principalities—part of our ancient territory—as if they were real nations, not the sordid remnants of pathetic sedition. We allowed dissidents and saboteurs to speak against the crown, against the truth, against the strength of what Yaetis built. There are those who claim this empire is an abomination, built on the blood of the innocent. I will no longer hear their whining, nor allow their weakness to poison this realm. Yaetis will be strong again. We will be a powerful empire once more, and all will quail in fear before our might.”

The king continued to cross the room, each footfall hammering like the sound of a nail through a coffin lid. One of the fallen men reached out with a feeble plea.

“Help, Your Majesty,” the guard croaked, one hand clutching his belly. “A physician, please. Everything’s cold except where it hurts, and it hurts so bad. Please, help me.”

The king looked down at the hand clutching his britches, then raised a disdainful eyebrow.

“I am the king,” he sneered. “You do not touch me.”

He raised his foot, dragging it clear of the soldier’s grip, then placed it on the man’s neck.  The soldier gasped as the foot pressed on his windpipe. A chill ran down Cal’s spine.

“I will prevail, for the same reason the great Yaetis did, back at the dawn of everything that matters,” the king said. “Because I am willing to do whatever it takes.”

He bared his teeth and leaned forward, putting all his weight onto the leg pressed against the soldier’s throat. Bones crunched.

Instinctively, Cal jerked forward, moving to help the man, even though he fought against them. But it was too late, anyone could see that. The guard went limp, empty eyes staring blankly at the ceiling.

The king met Cal’s gaze and shook his head.

“He is beyond your help,” the monarch commented. “He was beyond it the moment he let his weakness dominate him. Pathetic, like so many others in this land. They’re not willing to do what is necessary to bring us back to glory, to become what we were born to be.”

Blackness seeped from the king’s eyes, spreading to his face, dark veins creeping out like the legs of misshapen spiders. This time the chill wasn’t just in Cal’s spine. It was in the room around him. The air grew cold despite the heat of the summer day, despite the bright light beaming through the windows, despite the fire that spread from the spirit’s table, igniting the chairs and tables around it.

“How can you do this?” Cal asked. “To your people? To your family?”

“Because I understand the things required to succeed,” the king said. “Because I don’t care who or what I need to sacrifice, who I need to kill, in order to win.” He leaned forward, twisted his heel, and there was another unsettling crunch from the neck of the dead soldier. “They die for a higher purpose. For my purpose. That is all that matters.”


Chapter 32

Cal felt sick to his very soul. All he ever wanted, the reason he left his home, was to protect other people, to keep the world safe. The king was everything he wasn’t, a man who didn’t care who he endangered, who seemed to relish the cruelty he inflicted. What filled Cal with guilt and sorrow, filled the king with a dark joy. The monarch’s lips curved in a malicious smile at the sight of the bloodshed all around them and Cal felt bile rise in the back of his throat.

Almost as bad as his maliciousness was the magic that radiated from him. It ran permeated the room in icy waves that gripped Cal’s flesh and set his heart racing, desperate to fight back. But he didn’t know what the king could do, what he was capable of. And he knew how important he was. After all, he was the leader of the nation. If magic corrupted him, perhaps he could be saved. Perhaps reason could prevail.

Cal glanced at Olivia who stared in shock at the king’s transformation. Cal swallowed. Perhaps he could avoid killing Olivia’s father in front of her.

“Please, you have to listen,” Cal said. “You don’t know who you’re in league with or what’s at stake.”

“Oh, don’t I?” The king raised an eyebrow.

“This entity you’re working with, it’s the Spellbreaker, the eternal enemy of the Spellweaver. He’s set on destroying all the magic in the world so he can keep what remains for himself. If he achieves that goal, the Spellweaver’s power will be destroyed. There will be no new spells, no magic for the rest of us to use. No fertility spells to give life to the crops. No water magic to bring rain during droughts. No mages from the Library to protect the land and save its people from monsters.”

“No magic?” The king raised a hand and shadowy tendrils ran between his fingers. “Is that so?”

“It is! You’re fighting for an empire, but there’s so much more at stake here. You’ve stumbled into an ancient battle, an eternal war between powers bigger than any of us. Please, let the magic go, help us defeat the Spellbreaker.”

The king took another step forward, leaving the guard with the crushed throat behind. He wiped the bottom of his shoe on a cloth from a fallen table. Around him, light glinted off shards of broken glass, but a darkness surrounded the monarch that no amount of sunlight could pierce.

“You think I care about some eternal war?” The king laughed. “About Spellweavers and Spellbreakers and the ways of mages? Magic is a tool, just like any other, a way to exert our will upon the world. If the fields need water, we will find a means for it, or perhaps we will abandon those fields. What are a few starving peasants next to the supremacy of the Empire? Sometimes, to save a life, you must cut away dead flesh—even if that body is the body of a nation. Frankly, I should thank you. Your intrusion, this disgusting attack on the royal seat of power, is just the tipping point I needed. It is time to bring my plans to their fruition, to usher this drama into its next act.”

He clenched his fist and stared at the mages. Something glittered at the corners of his black eyes.

“I am the king of Yaetis. This empire is my blood, it is my soul, it is my destiny. As long as the Empire of Yaetis flourishes, I will have fulfilled my life’s purpose. Nothing else matters!”

“Not even the betrayal of your own men?” Oswerg growled.

“They live to serve me. They die to serve me. How dare you try to rob them of their purpose?”

“Not even dark magic?” Azamar demanded. “The corruption of the very land you claim to protect?”

“Corruption? I am strengthening this land! I am restoring it to its former glory. Those who came before me were the source of corruption. Those of you who would stop me now merely continue their work. This dark magic you quail from like cowards will bring triumph for those strong enough to wield it. If it is what I must use, then so be it. I accept it. I embrace it!”

The king held his arms wide. Black veins emerged from his sleeves, running through pale skin across the palms of his hands and down his fingers—a web of menace, as dark as mourning robes on a moonless night.

“And what about the future of magic?” Cal asked. “What about the Spellweaver spirit and the hope it stands for?”

King Yaetis lifted his shoulder in a nonchalant shrug.

“I have my purpose, and so do the powers I have allied with. If I must kill the Spellweaver to keep that pact, so be it.” The king’s eyes narrowed. “I won’t weep at the loss of some upstart boy who thinks he can build a life around some ancient power. There will be no flowers from the royal court to rest on your coffin, Calwyn Weft, no tears from this corner of the realm.”

“Father!” Olivia cried out.

“Silence, girl,” the king snapped, glaring at her. “Stop disgracing yourself with your weakness and your poor choices. Once this is over, I will teach you what real power looks like.”

“But I—”

“Enough!” the king bellowed in fury. “Do not make me speak to you again. It will not go well.”

Olivia cowered back, other courtiers crowding in around her. The guards looked back and forth between her and the king, uncertainty written on their faces. She was their leader, but he was their ruler, and their oaths bound them to both. Where would their loyalties lie if the royal family tore itself apart? Cal didn’t know, and he didn’t want to find out.

“This is between you and me,” Cal said, drawing the king’s attention away from Olivia. “The fight for the kingdom, and for the future of magic. You want to combat the Spellweaver? Here I am. Bring it on.”

The king chortled. “Oh, I will.”

He raised his hand and held it out in front of him, like he was presenting a gift. Those black veins pulsed, energy throbbing through them and out of them, seeping from his flesh into the air. It circled in his palm, a small vortex, ugly and foreboding. Magic pulsed through the hall, and hairs stood up on the back of Cal’s neck. He braced himself, his mind reaching for the spells in his codex, ready to protect himself and his friends from whatever the king threw at them.

The magic didn’t approach. Instead, it ran like blood from the king’s hands, dripping onto the stones of the hall floor, pooling around his feet, seeping into the cracks between paving slabs. It oozed, a viscous and murky substance that crept across the floor and spread throughout the room.

Cal’s stomach tightened as he watched. The entire chamber seemed to darken around them. The sun still shone brightly outside the windows, but its rays no longer penetrated the perimeter of the palace. Here, the Spellbreaker and its ally King Yaetis held sway.

Something shifted at the edge of Cal’s vision. He heard a clank. He glanced around and noticed the arm of one of the fallen guards twitching, his armored vambrace knocking against the floor. The guard was dead, one side of his body burned by Azamar’s magic, but somehow he moved. Like a puppet lifted on strings, he stumbled jerkily to his feet. One arm hung limp, the other held a sword out awkwardly in front of him.

Another sound came, scraping across the floor. A shuffling. A grinding. A clattering. One by one, the bodies of the fallen guards stirred. An injured man groaned as the magic dragged him to his feet against his will.

“What is this?” Raya asked, stepping closer to Cal.

“Something horrific,” he replied.

The guard’s eyes were black, just like those of the king. Darks veins spread not just across their skin but across their clothes, widening as they went. Spears and swords gleamed in the gloom as they took up fighting stances.

“Quick, get out of here,” Cal said, turning to Olivia. “Get the nobles to safety. We’ll deal with this.”

But it was too late. The magic reached Olivia and the people around her. It flowed from the floor, up their legs, across their bodies. Their eyes went black, and all movement ceased, then resumed as they snatched up weapons with unnaturally sharp movements. One noble drew an eating knife from his belt and held it out in a dark-veined hand. Another seized a bottle from one of the remaining tables, smashed it against the wall, and pointed the broken end at Cal and his companions.

Olivia was the last to go.

“No,” she groaned as she staggered back against the wall, staring at her own skin. Her face was at war with itself as she struggled to retain her freedom, her control over her own body. “Father, what are you doing to me?”

The note of betrayal in her voice was gut-wrenching, but it wasn’t enough. The dark magic swept over her. She closed her eyes, using the last of her willpower in a desperate attempt to stay free. She stilled, and her lids flew open, revealing bottomless black orbs. She stooped and picked up a fallen sword, the sticky blood on its handle smearing her skin.

Those malevolent tendrils of darkness reached for Cal and his companions. Hastily, he called on the power of the Spellweaver, shoving its magic out, into the chamber. Time seemed suspended, with their lives and bodily autonomy hanging in the balance. The black tendrils of evil stopped advancing.

Cal released the breath he didn’t realize he was holding and looked around. Only he and his friends stood unaffected by the king’s power. Those who were impacted transformed at what felt like warp speed. The black veins that ran across their bodies broadened and spread, connecting and melding together. Guards and civilians alike became cocooned in webs of darkness that congealed and solidified, morphing into suits of dark armor whose edges gleamed like they trapped the light. Every one of them was a perfect replication of the Spellbreaker vessel he faced before.

“This is it,” Cal whispered with a heavy heart. “The fight of our lives.”


Chapter 33

The magic enhanced horde advanced on Cal and his friends. Their faces were hidden, their armor identical, their weapons sheathed in the same black magic that coated their bodies. Cal could pick out one or two of them: the hunched form of the little old noblewoman whose daughter dragged her to shelter. The proud bearing of Princess Olivia. But even those differences faded as the insidious darkness took control, overcoming their bodily weaknesses and overpowering the strength of their wills. Metallic footsteps clanked against the floor of the hall. The breaths of those still alive emerged as strained, echoing rasps from behind the visors of their helms… distorted sounds that swarmed through the room, creating a low, unsettling buzz.

Cal’s rubbed sweaty palms against his thighs. His knees were tense and his chest was tight. He realized he was holding his breath, and let it go.

“We can’t fight them all,” he said.

“Course we can,” Oswerg said. “We might be outnumbered, but we’ve got the magic and the fighting skills to do some damage.”

“I don’t mean that. I meant some of them are innocent. We can’t hurt them.”

“Innocent?” Azamar shook his head. “These are the nobility of the kingdom, Calwyn, and the soldiers who defend them. They bore witness to what their monarch was doing—or perhaps chose not to see it.”

“Maybe, but they’re not the monsters!”

“They are now,” Ebba said, her face set in grim lines.

Cal looked at Raya, hoping someone would offer him a different option.

“What choice do we have?” she said. “We’re surrounded.”

As if on cue, the possessed figures charged. A wave of black armored bodies broke across Cal and his friends.

Despite his feelings, Cal’s instincts took hold. He summoned a gust of wind that flung the first attackers back. He blocked another group with a wall of stone and used his wind sword to cut down one that got around his defenses. Cal hoped it was one of the dead guards, but there was no way to know, and no time to find out.

Fire, earth, and shadows flew around Cal as the others entered the action, using their magic. Thuds and clangs resounded in his ears as Raya punched, slapped, or grappled any of the possessed that came within her reach. She flung one of them into another group, scattering them like children’s play things, only for the armored bodies to rise and advance again.

The companions stayed close together, not back-to-back but near enough to cover each other. Cal blew a possessed guard off Oswerg’s back, while Oswerg crushed one who almost stabbed Raya. Ebba and Azamar worked together, with contrasting streams of fire and shadow, light and dark, flying from their hands.

The largest number of possessed minions advanced from the end of the hall where crowds gathered for the king’s arrival. The pressure of attackers from that direction overwhelmed them and drove Cal and his friends down the room. No matter how hard they tried to stand their ground, with Azamar raising walls of fire and Oswerg calling in piles of stones to block the attackers’ path, they kept coming.

“We’re going to be trapped,” Ebba called out, as their attackers pushed them toward the enormous pair of doors at the end of the room. They were sealed shut, ancient oak and solid iron that stood as strong as any wall.

“I’ve got this.” Raya ran through the group, knocked one of the possessed down, planted her hands on another one’s head and vaulted over him. She flew at the door, and as she reached it, she swung her fist. With a deafening boom, the doors burst open, smashing back against the walls.

The fight spilled out onto the steps down the palace hill, the puppet soldiers streaming out around Cal and his friends. For a moment, Cal thought the possessed figures seemed diminished by the sun’s rays, but it was only a trick of the light. The horde fought on as fiercely as ever, charging Cal and his friends without fear or mercy, using their bodies as weapons and the fallen as stepping-stones.

Cal called on a gust of wind to fling some of the possessed down the stairs, bouncing them against the stone steps. The guards by the gate at the bottom of the hill looked around, weapons raised, then turned and ran into the shelter of the gatehouse, slamming its door closed behind them.

Gravity took hold, dragging the fight downhill. Every time one of the possessed fell or one of Cal’s friends were forced to step clear of an attack, they headed down instead of up. Black armored bodies they flung down the steps rose to fight again, despite twisted limbs and awkward mobility. Cal charged after them, determined to find their weakness and put them out of commission for good.

A wave of fire from Azamar swept over a group of mishappen soldiers and hit the palace’s main gates. The intensity of the flames ignited the wood. Hinges melted, the bar collapsed, and the gates fell in a heap of ash and embers. A moment later, Raya tumbled through the ruins, grappling with one of the possessed and followed by a pair of Ebba’s shadow creatures. The fight spilled out of the royal precinct and into the city.

Festivities were still going in the plaza and streets. Jugglers and acrobats performed to the lively sound of dance bands between brightly painted carts selling food, drink, and souvenirs. Part of the crowd looked around as the gates fell, but many were distracted, too occupied with the entertainment to see the threat headed their way. Someone screamed as Oswerg strode out, one of the black-clad creatures clinging to each of his arms, and he slammed the two attackers together, knocking both out. Panic spread, screams replacing the music, and people started running.

Cal was almost glad for the panic. The more people who ran away, the fewer who would be hurt. But some took shelter in doorways and behind carts instead, while others were trampled in the flight from the plaza. No longer was it just the aristocracy who suffered.

The moving mass of combatants shifted from the gates toward the center of the plaza, where Cal and his allies could have more space to maneuver. Oswerg picked up one of the beer carts and swung it like a giant club, knocking down a swathe of enthralled guards before the cart slipped from his hands and hurtled across the square, smashing into sticks against a distant wall.

The twisted figures of the possessed soldiers kept coming, streaming out through the gateway toward the Library group. They beat them down, and though some stayed down for a while, it didn’t last long. They simply rose again, their bodies battered and misshapen, their movements lurching. Cal honestly couldn’t tell if any remained down. He hoped so, because if not they may never win this fight. The enemy would wear him and his friends down into exhaustion, then finish them.

The king stepped out from the midst of his gruesome army, the only part of the horde not dressed from head-to-toe in black armor. He raised his hands and flung back his head with a manic laugh.

“You think you can take this from me?” he bellowed. “My palace? My city? My empire? Who do you think wields the power here, you fools?”

Shadowy tendrils ran from his feet along the gaps between cobblestones, the corrupt magic that fueled him spreading out into the streets of Aerteria. It engulfed people who fell trying to flee, swamped those hiding behind fallen carts, grabbed hold of the ones still trying to run. The blackness coagulated around each of them, like a scab hardening around a wound, and turned into the same hideous armor—or prison, really—that trapped the guards and aristocrats. It transformed more and more civilians as the magic crept across the plaza.

“We have to stop this from spreading farther,” Cal said. “We must keep the fight away from civilians.”

“I’m all for it, but how?” Raya asked.

“Oswerg, raise a wall!” Cal said. “Barricade the possessed and the king’s magic inside this square.”

Oswerg batted away a zombified soldier attacking him, then sank to one knee and pressed his hand against the ground. Power flowed through and around him, then poured across the plaza. The ground rippled and writhed as Oswerg’s magic forced its way past king’s, out to the edges of the open area. The power of earth undulated, drawing cobblestones up into walls and calling the ground itself to rise. A ring of earth and stone appeared, a perimeter that enclosed the combatants on all sides, sealing off the streets and preventing the black magic from continuing its expansion.

Cal could still hear civilians running screaming through the streets, but at least they were safe now. Only those inside the circle would be under the king’s thrall, and they were already clad in the armor of the possessed, their human features disappearing beneath the corrosive power.

But no way out for the king’s magic meant no way out for Cal and his companions, either. There was no exit, nowhere to run. They were closed in with their enemies, subjected to the mad cackling of the man drunk with power.

They faced off with their opponents, weapons at the ready. There were only five of them: Cal, Raya, Azamar, Oswerg, and Ebba. Against them stood hundreds of possessed: guards, aristocrats, and civilians caught up in the battle. So many there was no hope of counting them. Even with the space walled in, more seemed to appear from nowhere, as the king’s power dragged people out of hiding and transformed them into monstrous combatants.

Still, the heroes kept fighting. Oswerg rose and wearily raised his club to fend off a fresh attack. Ebba summoned shadow constructs that grappled with the possessed, two sets of dark figures wrestling and writhing, trying to drag each other down. Azamar flung fireballs to the left and right, then rocketed into the air on a column of flame, only to dive back down into the enemy, fire sword swinging.

Most of their assaults only seemed to cause temporary setbacks. Magic-possessed guards fell before the strength of fire and earth. Blasts of wind blew them over and shadows dragged them down. Yet with dreadful inevitability, they rose again at a twitch of the king’s fingers, like puppets dancing on the ends of his strings.

The only one who seemed to make any lasting impact was Raya. When she punched the possessed, their armor broke, and parts of it fell away, leaving the people underneath exposed. Their movements grew more sluggish and erratic, as if they were battling against themselves. Some even stayed down when she knocked them flat.

Cal stared, trying to work out what made the difference. He tried imitating some of Raya’s punches, but it didn’t do any good. He hurt his knuckles and the possessed got back up again, even when he reinforced his fists with stone.

A lightbulb went off in his head as he remembered there was something special in those gloves, something he could tap into as well. He gave Raya’s punches some of the force of the Spellweaver’s healing power. Was it unraveling the magic of the Spellbreaker? It’s like some part of that ancient battle was being played out with every punch Raya threw.

Despite the free-for-all raging around him, Cal closed his eyes for a moment and focused on his newest spell. He felt for the golden magic Olin gave him, the one he used to restore the damaged codexes of his friends. It undid the work of the Spellbreaker then. Could it do it again, albeit in a very different way and under very different circumstances?

The Spellweaver spell wasn’t an aggressive one, and Cal wasn’t as good at throwing a punch as Raya: the ache in his knuckles attested to that. But he had other ways to launch an attack. He opened his eyes and called on his wind magic alongside the Spellweaver’s spell. The two flowed from him as one, a blast of wind that carried the other spell’s magic across the plaza to hit the nearest of the king’s puppets.

It hit three of the possessed. One of them staggered back, and the other two fell. Their armor melted away in patches, the blackness fading to leave clothes and skin exposed. One of them started dragging herself back to her feet, but the other stayed down, his strings cut, his will to fight gone.

Cal grinned and shot a fist into the air with a loud whoop. At last, he had an effective weapon against the Spellbreaker’s magic.


Chapter 34

Cal summoned his power, which came slower this time, and launched another gust of Spellweaver wind. Possessed citizens and guards went tumbling and crashing into each other. Many fell. Few got back up. On all of them, patches of darkness dissolved to reveal the people underneath.

Cal stopped and took a deep breath. The new spell was draining. His head was spinning from the effort of using it already, and he could tell his reserves of power were lower than they were. He couldn’t keep this up forever. He doubted he could even keep it up long enough to beat down this horde.

But what else could he do? Olin gave him the best magic he could to battle their enemies, and he couldn’t waste it.

The others continued to fight valiantly. Oswerg made the ground part to swallow some of the attackers and closed it over their heads, only for black armored hands to burst out and start digging free. Ebba summoned more shadow people to the fight, but as fast as she could summon them, the possessed destroyed them. Azamar went down under a clawing pile of them, then burst out again in a torrent of flame. Raya kept lunging, kept ducking and dodging, kept punching, but though some of the people she took down stayed down, she could only tackle one at a time—there were hundreds of them.

What was the king doing while his hordes attacked the Library group? Cal looked around, trying to see where he went.

Near the entrance to the palace ground, amid the glowing embers that were once the gates, a cart was turned on its side. A mass of the monarch’s minions stood between Cal and the wagon, but he caught glimpses of its wooden frame between them as they moved, and its brightly painted and now broken sign that said something about pies.

The king stood on the cart, feet planted wide, staring across the carnage. He grinned as he observed his handiwork, a look of malicious determination on his face. He caught Cal’s eye and his smile widened. His crown gleamed, and his cloak flapped out behind him, lifted by the winds Cal unleashed and the magic rippling back and forth across the plaza.

Two of the possessed guards lunged at Cal, one wielding a sword, the other a broken bottle, its jagged end reinforced with black magic so that it glinted with the wicked malice of monstrous teeth. Cal shot up between them on a gust of wind, then stopped and hovered in the air, using the flight skills he mastered just before they left for the city. He called on the power of earth, and a bevy of cobblestones flew up into his hand. He formed them into a club and imbued it with a little of his Spellweaver magic, feeling his strength drain further as he did it. Then he swept back down, swinging his new weapon. It smashed the bottle and sent one of the human puppets flying, and knocked the other’s sword aside on the back swing, hitting him in the face. Both of them went down, their black armor broken, magic unraveling around them. But the Spellweaver magic in Cal’s weapon was unraveling too, its power too much for him to hold in place.

On his improvised stage, the king stood with arms spread wide, hands splayed. His fingers twitched, and when Cal focused on the magic instead of his other senses, he could feel the threads running from those fingers to the possessed people, empowering them, directing them, urging them on.

The king’s hands rose, like a puppet master controlling an army of marionettes.

“Destroy them!” he bellowed. “Show this city the true power of Yaetis! Then we will show it to all of the world. None will stand against our might!”

A realization hit Cal: he didn’t need to stop the entire multitude to win the battle, he just needed to stop the king. With his dark magic and controlling powers gone, the possessed army would surely stop in their tracks.

Cal gritted his teeth and ducked out of the way as another possessed man swung at him. Heat singed the hairs on the back of Cal’s neck as Azamar shot a blast of fire, bringing his attacker down.

“Thanks,” Cal said, “but could you maybe not come so close to setting me on fire next time?”

“Some people are never satisfied,” Azamar said, shaking his head.

Cal kicked the fallen and flaming possessed, putting a little of the Spellweaver spell into the kick. Armor parted and the figure, who already started to rise again, fell limp on the ground.

The unlikely alliance from the Library were whittling down their opponents, but not fast enough. Cal needed to get to the king and take him out. Could he fight his way through? There were a lot of possessed between him and the king’s position, it would be hard to get there without being overwhelmed. Perhaps, with all his comrades fighting alongside him, he could make it, though it would be hard to coordinate. They were so scattered now. Though they still helped each other, they were no longer the tight formation they were at the start of the fight.

Another idea hit Cal. Of course, he had all the powers he needed to get to the king, it was just a matter of applying them in the right way.

“Everybody stand firm,” he called out. “Try to keep as many of them busy as you can.”

“Why?” Raya asked, looking at him with concern. “What sort of stunt are you about to pull?”

“I’m going to try attacking the king,” Cal said with a grin.

“Going straight for the toughest target? Not your smartest plan ever.”

“It’s our best chance here. Trust me.”

“Always.” Raya punched out a possessed. “So, what are you waiting for? Get on with it.”

Heart racing with excitement and uncertainty at the thought of taking on the king, Cal called upon the power of wind. It lifted him up just as two of the possessed tried to grab him. They crashed into each other instead, then were flattened by a pillar of rock from Oswerg.

The wind elevated Cal up above the swirling mass of bodies, flying him across the plaza, over their heads. His hair flapped around his face as he hurtled toward the king. Soon, his flight turned into a dive. Cal raised his fist in front of him and tapped into the power of earth to turn his hand as solid as stone.

At the last moment, the king saw Cal coming. His eyes went wide, and he flung himself aside, falling off the edge of the overturned cart and landing on the cobbles below. Cal flew past him, then swept round, and flew back for another assault. The king dived clear again. His crown fell off and his cloak ripped away as he rolled across the floor of dirt and stones. He sprang back to his feet and stood staring defiantly at Cal

“You think you can beat me so easily, Spellweaver?” the king yelled. “That I’m some simpleton guard who you can knock off their feet? I am your king and emperor! I am the heir of Yaetis! I will not be defeated by a pack of rogue mages and their simpleton apprentice.”

Still hovering a foot above the plaza, Cal glanced back over his shoulder. The mass of possessed nobles, citizens, and guards had stopped moving, those that were still upright suspended in their last moments of action. It looked less like a battle than a painting of one, like a frozen slice of time.

It worked! By distracting the king, he stopped the attacks. Now he needed to keep him distracted or, failing that, to take him down for good.

But the king also noticed what was happening. He glared furiously at Cal, then took a deep breath, and fresh veins of black magic swelled across his skin.

The plaza was eerily silent, the possessed made no movement or sound. The only footsteps were those of Cal’s friends as they weaved their way through the living statues and came running over to join him. Cal lowered himself until his feet touched the ground, then let the wind magic go and stood, his codex in one hand and the other raised in front of him, ready to face the Yaetis ruler.

“Excellent work, Cal,” Azamar said. “Precisely what was needed in this moment. I couldn’t have deduced a superior maneuver myself.”

Cal stifled a laugh. Azamar really hadn’t come up with a better plan, or any plan at all, and no number of long words would make him look like he’d been in charge the whole time. Had Cal surpassed his master? Or was this just a fleeting moment, while they were caught in a crisis? He struggled to imagine the older mage having nothing left to teach him, but then, he would have struggled to imagine anything about this day only a year ago.

His Library comrades lined up on either side of Cal, facing the king in a loose semicircle. Owerg’s club rested on his shoulder, and the ground shook with his every footstep, there was so much earth magic flowing through him. Flames flared across Azamar, running over his robes and beard but somehow not burning them. Ebba’s own shadow made a defiant gesture at the king, while Ebba stood still, shadow magic dripping from her fingers. Raya had a bruise on one side of her forehead and her hair was full of dust, but none of that deterred her as she raised her fists and grinned at the king.

“Do you need a new crown?” she asked and waved a fist. “Because I would be more than happy to plant something on your head.”

“Impudent peasants,” the king snapped. “You can’t defy me. Only I have the true power here, a whole empire at my beck and call. I won’t be frightened by a few tricks and a flurry of punches. I am the Yaetis’ heir, the blood of an empire, the strength of a nation. Even the shadows are on my side.”

He flexed his fingers and opened his mouth again. Cal could feel the magic rippling around him, running out of the castle, down the hill, into the king, and then radiating out from him, reaching across the plaza toward the possessed. Black tendrils ran between the flagstones once more.

He had to be stopped.

Cal moved. It seemed to take an eternity to call upon his own magic, and he watched with growing dread as the king’s power almost reached its targets. In reality, it only took moments.

The wind rushed into Cal’s feet, propelling him across the square faster than a racehorse. As he ran, he summoned more wind into his hand and shaped it into a sword. Like he did before, he combined the power of the Spellweaver with that of the wind, infusing the blade with his new spell. It glowed golden as it hummed with the most powerful magic he possessed.

The next instant, he reached the king and swung the sword. The king lurched, black magic unraveling as he let it go, his sole focus on survival. He dodged away from Cal, moving faster than Cal expected, almost fast enough to avoid the attack.

Almost, but not quite. The tip of Cal’s wind sword caught the king’s cheek, leaving a wound from his ear down to his lip. The king staggered, and Cal stopped a foot from where he just struck and faced him.

King Yaetis howled and clutched a hand to his cheek. Light leaked out through his fingers, raw magic spilling into the atmosphere. Cal watched uncertainly as the light pulsed. Was that the Spellbreaker’s power, bleeding out of its vessel? It looked too bright for that. Or was it the power of the Spellweaver, carved into the king by Cal’s attack?

In that moment, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that the king was hurt, that they got to him, that there was a chance to win.

“You little brat,” the king snarled. “No one touches me. No one cuts me.”

“I just did,” Cal pointed out, and swung his sword to reinforce the point. He felt exultant. Not only did he successfully channel the Spellweaver’s power, he used it to strike a blow against the Spellbreaker. He was fulfilling his destiny. He was protecting the land.

“You won’t live to regret this.” The monarch held out a hand, then squeezed it into a fist. “I’ll crush you and all your little friends. I’ll crush anyone who saw what happened here today. I’ll crush anyone who even speaks of it. Yaetis is strength, Yaetis is fury, Yaetis is me!”

“Yaetis needs to take some deep breaths and calm down,” Raya said. “Maybe take a nap and have a snack, you seem hangry.”

“Hangry?” The king shot her a venomous glare.

“It’s when you get so hungry that it makes you—”

“I don’t want a language lesson from some backwater laborer!” the king bellowed. “What I want is for all of you vermin to die!”

He opened his hand and magic poured out of his palm, black with a purple tinge where it caught the light. It ran across his fingers, over his palm, down his arm, and from there across his body. Like the possessed before him, he became cocooned in the Spellbreaker’s magic, in a power so dark it seemed to swallow daylight and create a gloom of its own, deeper than any night. Ridges rose along the back of his arms and the sides of his legs. Rows of spikes sprouted from his shoulders. A helmet formed around his head, and its visor slid shut, hiding his face. But though the king himself was hidden, the madness in his voice remained, an unmistakable mark of the perversion that consumed him and his court, that threatened to consume the whole land in the name of the Empire of Yaetis.

The magic stopped flowing and the king stood, encased in ebony black armor. Like Nostanus before him, he gave way to the forces he claimed to control. He now embodied the Spellbreaker’s vessel form.

King Yaetis’s hand was still outstretched. He flexed his fingers, gesturing Cal toward him.

“Come, Spellweaver,” he said, his voice cold, eerily calm in the wake of his past fury. “Let’s finish this.”


Chapter 35

Sounds behind Cal drew his attention, despite the threat of the king standing armored in front of him. The possessed were moving again, turning to face Cal and his companions, surrounding them in a ring of black armor and raised weapons.

“What, you thought you robbed me of my power?” The royal ruler laughed. “You have only forced me to embrace what I have been offered, to take on the full power of the Spellbreaker.”

The armor on the king’s arm twitched and a length of it stretched out, a black spike extruding from his forearm before becoming a sword as black and menacing as the armor itself.

Cal raised his own sword. Where the king’s weapon was dark, Cal’s shone with a golden glow. Where the king’s sucked light and warmth from the world, Cal’s radiated them. Where the king’s sent a shudder of dread down Cal’s spine, his own sword brought him strength and assurance. In its light, even his friends seemed to stand taller and prouder, two of them carrying codexes repaired by the same power that infused the sword.

“We’ll hold this lot off,” Oswerg said, pointing at the approaching gang of minions. “You deal with him.”

The others turned to face the possessed, while Cal braced himself, watching to see what the king would do next.

He didn’t have to wait long. The corrupted monarch bellowed in fury and charged. Cal waited until the last moment, then leaped aside, a gust of wind carrying him away. The king spun on his heel and charged again. Once more, Cal leaped out of the way.

“Coward!” the king screamed as Cal flew out of the way a third time.

The word was clearly meant to sting Cal, to goad him into standing his ground, but it barely even pricked his ego. He wasn’t going anywhere. This was a way to force the king into spending his magic and tiring himself out, while the others reduced the number of the possessed supporting him. If Cal looked like he was running for a few minutes, better that than stand his ground and end up losing the fight. This was about so much more than him.

By the fourth charge, the king slowed down, waiting to see what Cal would do next. His trick wasn’t working anymore, which meant Cal would have to try something else.

Cal reached through his codex into his spells, calling on the power of earth. A mound of dirt shot up in front of the king, a wall to block his way. The king didn’t even waver. He slammed into it and through it, dirt exploding all around him. Turning to wind instead, Cal called on a gust and slammed it into the king. It stopped him in his tracks for a moment, but left Cal worried. A force like that should have knocked most opponents off their feet, but the king not only stood his ground, he pressed on, leaning into the wind, slowly but surely approaching Cal.

The king was stronger than Cal realized, much stronger than Nostanus was. He pressed on with both magical and physical strength.

Cal dismissed his wind spell, and the sudden disappearance of pressure left the king stumbling forward, trying to find his balance. Cal seized his opportunity and swung at the king with his sword, but the king pivoted, twisted, brought his own sword up, and the two blades collided. Magical sparks flew as they pressed against each other, and Cal felt that strength again as the king drove him back.

The fingers of King Yaetis’s free hand twitched, and the possessed redoubled their attacks, piling onto Cal’s companions more fiercely and determinedly than ever. There were cries of anger and groans of pain, and Cal couldn’t tell whether they came from the people whose bodies were being used or the magic that controlled them. Either way, it made him sick to his stomach, knowing how they were being manipulated against their will.

The king wielded his macabre army as deftly as any weapon, sending them left and right, using them to drive Cal’s friends away from him, trying to isolate and surround him.

Cal and the king himself were locked in a tense battle, their blades singing through the air as they slashed and stabbed, hacked and lunged, dodged and parried. Their blades crackled as their magic collided, filling the atmosphere with a strange smell, like blood or iron.

The king gripped his sword with both hands and took a huge swing. Cal jumped over it, lifted on a gust of wind, and slashed with his wind sword. The blade ran along the king’s arm, leaving a groove in his armor but not breaking through to the man underneath.

That armor was a weapon in its own right. As Cal’s blade reached the shoulder, spines shot up, trying to trap it. He pulled the sword clear and stepped back, even as the king turned one fist into a black metal mace, heavy and dotted with spikes. With his sword in one hand and the crude club on the other, he launched a swift series of strikes, forcing Cal to parry with frantic speed and to back away, out of the protective arc of his friends, toward the wall Oswerg raised.

Cal needed more power to carve his way through the king’s defenses. He felt the golden glow inside that Olin left him with and channeled some of that spirit—the spirit of the Spellweaver. The pages of his codex fluttered as it filled with spells he didn’t even know he had, illuminating possibilities that never occurred to him before. It was like when he healed the other codexes, creating a rush of lost power as Cal found some part of the magic that his past incarnations retained.

He might not be as strong as the king, but Cal’s control was better than ever. Inspired by the Spellweaver’s voice in his head, he directed subtle, slender gusts of wind that diverted his opponent’s blade, so that it just missed him and made the king’s feet fall wrong on the cobbles. The king stumbled, growled, charged through the winds at Cal.

Across the plaza, the fighting continued. Ebba was surrounded by her own miniature throng of shadow constructs who fought with the possessed, trying to grapple them to the ground. When they hit, they shattered the shadow creatures, but Ebba simply summoned more. She seemed to be getting the upper hand.

Oswerg also tried to contain some of the possessed, closing them in with slabs of stone and walls of dirt. Those trapped by his powers hammered at the barriers of their cells or tried to climb out, while others still charged at him and were brought down by swings of his club.

Raya still made the biggest impact on the enchanted army. She was more assured in her blows now that she knew what they could do. Her punches to heads and chests smashed holes through the black Spellbreaker armor and brought its vessels down. One came at her from behind and she flung him back with a jab from her magic-reinforced elbows, then spun round to take him on, fists raised.

Azamar also fought wildly, using the bright blaze of fire to drive back the forces of evil. But he had no way to trap the possessed or knock them permanently out of the fight. Those he pushed away or struck down came back to their feet and closed in on him, an ever-tightening knot in which the master mage was about to disappear.

Seeing his tutor vanish beneath a heap of armored bodies, Cal cried out in alarm. He flung the wicked monarch back with a blast of wind, then ran toward Azamar. A possessed stepped in his way, its spear pointed straight at Cal, black barbs springing out around its skull. Cal launched into a long jump over its head, kicking it as he went past. The possessed fell with a thud and Cal landed on the ground behind it, still running.

Sword swinging, Cal charged into the melee around Azamar. He swept soldiers aside with blows of his wind blade, made the earth open to swallow one, and called a block of stone to rise and crush another. The last one in his way, he grabbed hold of and flung aside using a burst of wind.

Azamar laid on the ground, still fending off attackers with his flame sword, even though they had him prostrate. The possessed closest to Cal turned to look at him, and Azamar seized his opportunity, hacking at his—her? —legs. Whoever it was, it fell and took another possessed down with it. A burst of wind from Cal drove the last of them away.

Cal leaned over and held his hand out.

“Here,” he said. “Let me help you up.”

Azamar’s hand all but singed his own as Cal pulled him to his feet.

“Pathetic,” the king called out. “You’re so easily distracted, drawn away from the fight that matters by your desire to help your friends. You won’t do what it takes to win this battle. You’re not strong enough to make the sacrifices required to lead an empire.”

Something rumbled, and the ground beneath their feet shook. Possessed swayed as they attempted to keep their balance. Overturned carts bounced across the cobbles. Ashes kicked up into the air, forming a choking cloud around the gateway to the palace. At the edges of the square, the earthen wall cracked and crumbled, pieces falling from its top and tumbling to the ground.

“Careful, Oswerg!” Cal shouted. “You’re shaking your own walls down, and we still need them to keep the civilians safe.”

“That isn’t me,” Oswerg said, frowning. “Someone else is messing with the earth.”

The king laughed, a mad chortle that dragged across Cal’s mind like a dirty saw blade. Cal looked at him and realized the king’s leg was moving, his foot stamping up and down, over, and over, vibrating the ground in wide ripples. Cracks spread around him, a web of broken places that expanded out from where he stood. As the fractures widened, dark energy oozed out of them.

“How is he doing that?” Raya called out in alarm.

“I don’t know,” Cal said. “He’s finding more power from somewhere.”

The fissures reached Cal. Darkness seeped up from below, spreading across the ground around him. There was a chill in the air, a sense of malice that emanated from something more than the king’s lunatic cackling. Black magic flowed toward the closest of the possessed. Some of those who fell earlier were restored, their broken armor becoming whole as they rose to their feet, yet again.

Fearing the world would be swamped with dark magic, Cal knew he had to do something to stop the flow. The king was messing with the earth, but he wasn’t using earth magic. Perhaps that power could beat him.

Cal sank to one knee and pressed a hand flat against the ground. He closed his eyes and focused on the earth below him, the feeling of wholeness and strength it normally held ripped apart. He felt the putrescent darkness snaking through it, like pain running through his own body.

He called upon all his earth power and pushed his will through the soil. The nearest tendrils of darkness retreated, and the ground knit back together. Cal pushed on, driving the darkness back across the plaza, back into the depths from which it came. He pulled earth closed behind it, pressing fragments together and returning it to health. He allowed some of the Spellweaver’s power to trickle out with the earth magic, and the ground responded like a cheering crowd, even the dirt was happy. Cal drove the putrescence and pain back, so that only the earth, firm and ancient, remained.

Cal opened his eyes. The cracks were gone, the ground stable beneath him and his friends. He smiled, and they smiled back.

Then he saw that the king was gone too.

All around him, the world had fallen still. The possessed lay scattered across the ground, not returned to normal, but not fighting back. The ground no longer shook and tore itself apart. The only movement was a curious crow, circling overhead.

“Where did he go?” Azamar asked, looking around.

“I don’t suppose this means we’ve won?” Raya asked, more wearily than hopefully.

“We should be so lucky.” Ebba shook his head. “We’d know if we wiped that privy stain out of the world.”

“I know where the king is going,” Cal said. “Or at least, I think I do. The well, that place we discovered the other day. We don’t know what it is, but we know it’s powerful, and that’s exactly the sort of thing someone like the king would run to when he’s in trouble: more power, more strength, a way to keep dominating.”

“Makes sense,” Oswerg said. “Let’s pull ourselves back together, then we can go after him.”

“No time to rest,” Cal said, shaking his head. “Remember what that dying mage told us. He warned us not to let the king activate the well. I don’t know what will happen if he does, but it can’t be good.” He held up his codex. “I’m not going to let that happen.”

Cal ran toward the palace, across the ashes of the gates and up the stairs to the main entrance. The others ran after him, none of them hesitating for a moment, ready to take on whatever danger remained.

The stairs to the top of the hill were splintered, remnants of dark power clinging to the edges of the gaps. Cal could smell the rot, but he ignored it and kept on running. It was a symptom of the disease that blighted the empire, but they were after the cause. They couldn’t get distracted. They had to pull this monstrous weed out by its roots.

The entrance to the palace collapsed during the king’s earthquake, one end of the hallway falling in on itself. Oswerg and Cal flung chunks of rubble aside, using the power of earth to help move the stones and create a way in.

The hall beyond was as they left it, littered with fallen tables and wasted food. The flames that burned the furniture had fizzled out and smells of ashes and smoke mingled with spilled wine.

“This way,” Azamar said, pointing toward the back of the room. “After last time, I memorized that map.”

They ran through the palace, jumping over chunks of fallen masonry and past fractured sections of wall. A stretch of ceiling collapsed just as Cal ran under it, forcing him to jump clear to avoid being crushed. They saw almost no one as they ran, just a pair of servants cowering under a set of stairs, clutching each other in fear.

“It’s all right,” Cal called out as they passed. “It’s almost over.”

“Thank you,” one of the servants said. The other just whimpered and cowered deeper into the safety of the shadows.

In the throne room, the ceiling collapsed, the formerly grand painting reduced to flakes of colored plaster. At the far end, the whole chamber caved in, burying the throne and the dais under it.

“That’s going to take longer to shift,” Azamar said, frowning.

Oswerg pressed a hand against the ground, then smiled. “No need.”

He led them to another, smaller heap of rubble at the side of the room. Again, he and Cal flung chunks of masonry aside, until a hole in the floor was revealed, and through it, a tunnel.

“The catacomb,” Oswerg said. “Azamar, could you…?”

“Of course.” Azamar summoned balls of flame that floated ahead of them, and the group dropped one by one through the hole, into the space below.

There was no need for Azamar to lead the way this time. Cal could feel the malignant power of the orb, its presence called to him. He raced along the tunnel, and the others followed.


Chapter 36

The catacombs survived the quake better than the palace above. The stonework was almost all intact, nothing but drifting dust indicating anything amiss. The tunnel twisted and turned until it emerged into the massive cavity where the mysterious sphere was. The sound of their footsteps echoed against the rough stone walls, and Cal’s breath frosted in the cold air. The light from Azamar’s fireballs couldn’t penetrate the gloom above. A thick darkness drifted like smoke, a mix of mold and rot. In the center of the chamber, a sinister light spilled from the purple-black orb. Malevolent energy rippled across its surface as it hung suspended in the air.

The king stood facing the orb, bathed in its sickly glow. The visor on his helmet was raised and his eyes were wide as he stared into its dark heart. His hands were outstretched, reaching for the terrible energy that emanated from it.

The orb responded to him. Purple tendrils swirled out from its surface, running like tentacles over his skin, then disappearing inside of him. His veins pulsed as its power flowed throughout his body.

An icy weight settled in Cal’s stomach. He could feel the power of the king and of the orb itself. Both gave off auras of something dreadful bearing down upon the magic that ran through the world. He didn’t know what it meant, but he knew it wasn’t good.

“It’s too late,” the king said in a hushed, reverent tone at odds with his previous anger and arrogance. “Far too late. It has already begun.”

Cal looked at him, at the orb, at the cave around them and the dark cloud swaying above their heads.

“What has begun?” Cal asked. “What have you done?”

The king drew a hand away from the purple magic flowing from the orb and held it palm raised toward them. A flame flickered in his cupped hand, but it was green and cold. Water rippled there, somehow steaming and yet somehow filled with ice. A flower rose out of it, wilted, withered, died, then curled back in to become a seed.

“This is where all the spells go,” the king said. “The ones the Spellbreaker destroyed.”

Cal watched the strange magic playing out in the king’s hand. Dust became liquid; became crystal; became a cloud of ash that drifted away on an unfelt wind. It never occurred to him those spells went anywhere. He assumed they were simply ripped from the universe, destroyed, turned into nothing. But this was magic of an unsettling sort, a magic that made his skin crawl yet whose power he couldn’t deny.

“Unlike the Spellweaver, the Spellbreaker hasn’t been content with his lot,” the king said. “I told you this is the strength Yaetis needs, the strength to grasp and to conquer, to take what exists around us and make it our own. That is the strength the Spellbreaker possesses, and why he is such a perfect ally for our cause. He has not just been tearing down what the Spellweaver made, as fine a process as that is. He has been taking those pieces for his own, trying to imitate the Spellweaver’s abilities.”

The power floating above his hand glowed, and for a moment it reminded Cal of the power that Olin gave him. But where the Spellweaver’s power gave off a golden warmth, this gave off a chilly and silvery glow, a pale imitation of the power the Spellbreaker was trying to steal.

“This isn’t the power of the Spellweaver,” Cal said. “This is something corrupted, something awful, something dead.”

“You are far too naive, Calwyn Weft,” the king said. “Using this orb, the Spellbreaker has almost succeeded in converting the power he took into the power we need. All it needs now is to be tested, and you have kindly brought me just the targets.”

Cal’s dread grew. The king lured them there, he wanted a chance to use his new abilities against them. But what choice did they have but to follow him? And if they fled now, without defeating him, he would only grow stronger. Now, before he absorbed all the orb’s power, was their best chance to defeat him.

Cal looked around and exchanged meaningful glances with his friends. “We must stop him before he gets any stronger,” Cal said. “Attack!”

They charged the king, their weapons raised and their magic flaring around them. The king laughed and faced them, purple power streaming around him.

He flung up his hands and a gust of wind threw Cal and his friends back against the walls. Where the wind Cal called up was brisk and refreshing, this wind was fetid, stale, and rotten, like being flung about by air near a garbage dump.

The Library group climbed to their feet, bracing themselves with grim determination, ready to face whatever came next.

“Nice try,” Raya said with a taunting tone, holding a hand to her nose. “But you’ll have to use more than a few bad smells to beat us. We get that sort of thing every time the magic man takes off his socks.”

“Oh, I have more, young lady.” The monarch flexed his fingers. Behind him, the orb pulsed, veins of purple power continuing to stream into him. “So much more.”

He flung his arms wide, and a sheet of green flames raced across the room. It washed over Cal and his companions, and Cal buckled over in pain. It didn’t feel like normal burning, but like a cold so hard and so sudden it tore at his flesh. A shiver rocked him, and he forced himself upright as the sensation faded.

Cal fully understood now what they were facing. It was distorted versions of the spells he and his friends used. They were torn from the codexes of mages but somehow became twisted on their way into the Spellbreaker’s sphere of power. They were as strong ever, more so perhaps, and all the more dangerous because none of them behaved like they should. It was hard to counter something when it did the opposite of what’s expected.

Meanwhile, that purple energy kept gushing into the king. His eyes, once black with the Spellbreaker’s power, glowed with the orb’s unearthly purple light. It cast strange shadows across his face, giving the appearance of a flickering skull.

He hurled another wave of icy cold fire, this one more potent than the last, the flames brighter, the pain more intense.

“I grow stronger with every moment that passes,” the king said. “And when I rip the magic from you fools, when I tear the spells from your codexes and the power from your minds, I will be stronger than ever.”

Cal panted, harsh, ragged breaths. His legs trembled underneath him as he waited for the agony to pass, so he could find the strength to attack again. He couldn’t even muster his magic because the pain was such a distraction.

“Never!” Oswerg charged at the king, club swinging.

The king swept his hand up, and the ground shifted under Oswerg. Fingers of stone swept around him, lifted him, and slammed him down. The rock looked unnatural, shot through with green and purple, with black crystals glinting around its edges. It collapsed over Oswerg, burying him in a heap of rubble, crystals, and dirt.

“Oh no.” The king pressed a hand to his mouth and giggled. There was real madness in his eyes now, the glint of a mind unmoored from reality. “Was that too much earth for the earth master?”

“Think you’re funny, do you?” Ebba asked. “How’s this for a punchline.”

She moved her hand, and Cal saw lines of darkness running from her to the king, magical connections she wove while he was distracted. The shadows on the stones around the king cast by the purple glow of the orb, gathered at his feet and became a construct that reared up and flung itself at him.

“Please.” The king flicked up a hand and purple light sprayed from his fingers. The shadow construct was ripped apart, falling to the ground in tattered shreds. “You think I don’t understand darkness?” He crooked his finger. “I understand it much better than you.”

Something rippled along the lines of shadows running back to Ebba. Her own silhouette lurched up off the ground and wrapped itself around her, locking her in place.

Fire flared from Azamar, so bright it banished any murkiness within reach of him.

“You won’t cripple me so easily,” Azamar said. “Shadows are flimsy, insubstantial things. There is no shadow so deep it cannot be banished by the right light, and I have all kinds of light. I am the unquenchable flame of knowledge, the eternal light of the Library, the bright blazing inferno of a life lived with wisdom and intent.”

“Yes, yes, very impressive.” The king clapped deliberately, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “But as you have already seen, there is more than one sort of light, and with it, more than one sort of flame.”

There was a purple flash, centered on the king. Cal blinked, and for a moment, it seemed as though the colors of the world reversed. Light became dark, black became white. The flames flaring across Azamar became flickering peaks of darkness, instead of something bright and bold.

The purple light faded, and normal vision restored, but the flames on Azamar remained black as midnight. The fire mage flinched as the unholy fire started burning his robes, something his own magic never did.

“Begone!” he said, waving a hand at the flames, but they only burned brighter. “Stop!”

His shout turned into a scream, and he fell to the ground, rolling over and over, trying to extinguish the vicious black fire.

Unnoticed amid all the magic, Raya crept around the side of the room. She stepped up to the king and swung a punch.

The king held up a hand. Raya froze, her fist an inch from the king’s face. He turned his head and grinned maliciously.

“My, my, what marvelous clothes you have,” he said. “Those gloves full of magic. The shirt. Even your trousers. Simply soaked through with power. But the thing about magical power is that, down here, it’s mine to play with. And you, you’re just a simpleton, someone with no magic of your own, no way to push back.”

“Keep running your mouth,” Raya said, her head still free and her own mouth working just fine. “As soon as I can move, I’m going to beat you to death with your yapping tongue.”

“Big words. Let’s see how many more you come out with when you can’t breathe.”

The king closed his hand, and Raya’s enchanted armor tightened around her, slowly closing in on her body. She gasped and struggled for breath as it began to crush her.

Seeing her like that tore at Cal. He forced himself forward, struggling through the aftermath of the king’s last attack. He found his strength again, trying to feel how he could use his magic. He had to do something, before Raya was crushed to death.

“Aw, are you attached to her?” The king gestured at Raya, but grinned at Cal. “Shame, because this magic she’s trapped in, it stinks of you. Wouldn’t it be tragic if she were killed by the very spells you wove to protect her?”

He laughed and looked back at Raya, then at Azamar writhing in black flames, Oswerg and Ebba trapped in twisted imitations of their own power. He was distracted by his own cleverness, by how pleased he was with himself. If Cal struck now, perhaps he could overcome the king so his friend’s sacrifices didn’t go to waste. There would be no better time to seize the moment.

Cal looked at Raya struggling to breathe, and again recalled what Martha told him—that he would have to make a sacrifice to win the war. Perhaps she was right. Perhaps the risks his friends took were the openings he needed that gave him the opportunity to strike. Except it put them in danger.

If there was going to be a sacrifice, Cal couldn’t let it be anyone else’s but his own. He must find another way, one where those he cared about emerged safe.

The purple orb behind the king rippled. Maybe that was the other way.

Cal walked the edges of the room, moving past the king instead of at him.

“What’s this?” the king asked. “Looking for a way out?” He eased off the pressure on Raya, letting her take a desperate gasping breath, a reminder to Cal of what was at stake. “That’s it, Spellbreaker, you run off and let me play with my new toys.”

Cal took a deep breath as his path brought him closer to the orb. He didn’t know what would happen exactly, but they were about to find out.

“Not your toys,” he said. “Ours.”

Cal reached for the orb.
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Cal reached a hand to the orb, and it reached back. Magic stretched through the air, coiling tendrils of power that glowed purple as they spread into the room, unfurling like the petals of a sinister flower.

Even as he reached for it, part of Cal’s mind rebelled. The sphere was dark and dreadful, full of corrupted magic. He could feel its sickness, its rotten influence, and felt uneasy just looking at it. But he also knew he needed a way to counter the king, to limit the monarch’s own corrupt and terrible power. It wasn’t just Cal’s life and those of his friends at stake. It was the whole city, the whole empire, perhaps the whole world. If they let magic die, what would that do to everyone? Desperate moments called for desperate responses, so Cal allowed those tendrils of power to touch him.

The magic ran across Cal’s hand, flowed over his skin, enveloped his arm. He pushed on, thrusting his hand into the pulsating sphere up to the elbow. His flesh crawled and his nerves felt like they were burning. He gritted his teeth and endured. Seeing Raya trapped, the magic he provided to keep her safe crushing her, was all the motivation he needed. He could endure anything to save her.

The king sniggered.

“You think that this is for you, boy? That you can take what is mine? You’re nothing but a peasant. I was raised to rule empires and govern powers beyond your capacity to understand. What I wield will destroy you.”

Cal tried to ignore him, though he shook with fear at the thought of the king being right. Pushing aside all contemplation of the danger, he closed his eyes and focused on the flow of magic. He could feel the energy of the orb, dark and dangerous but so very powerful. He drew it in.

Lightning shot through Cal’s veins, horrific and exhilarating. A rush of energy that permeated to the core of his being. His brain buzzed like it was full of bees. His fingers and toes vibrated. His hair stood on end. His mouth tasted of metal and the world smelled like it was on fire.

Still, he pressed on, drawing the power into him and through him, into his codex. He could feel both forces in his mind: his codex and the orb, one deeply personal and protective, the other impersonal and menacing. Where they touched, it was like water hitting fire and billowing into steam—a cloud of sensations that filled Cal’s mind. But when it settled, he could tell he and the codex were winning, that they were drawing that power into the codex’s pages.

Cal expected the orb to resist him, but the power flowed freely. The difficulty wasn’t in calling on it. The difficulty was in controlling it, in not being overwhelmed.

“No!” the king bellowed. “This isn’t how it works. That power is mine!”

Cal opened his eyes and saw the king staring at him, eyes wide with hate. The king flung up his hand, trying to grab Cal in a crushing claw of magic, but Cal instinctively flung up a defense, and the attack broke against it. Was that the power of the Spellweaver or of the orb? He couldn’t tell, but he knew he had to keep going, to draw more of it into his codex.

“Very well.” The king scowled and thrust his hand into the orb. “I will prove who is the true master here.”

Instantly, there was a shift in the flow of energy, with ripples running out from where the king thrust his will into the orb. Currents of magic flowed around them, no longer an invisible backdrop to the physical world, but something that could be seen and heard. The air around Cal and the king filled with flashing lights every color of the rainbow, while dark sparks danced across Cal’s friends.

The king tried to draw the energy of the orb away from Cal and into himself. It was like tug of war at the summer fair back home in Pebbert, except instead of pulling with his muscles, Cal pulled with his mind. The codex was on his side, its power backing his, but the king was powerful too. They strained against each other, and Cal could feel the tide of magic ebbing away from him. If it continued, all that strength would go to the king, and Cal would be doomed.

He couldn’t triumph through raw magical strength alone, but perhaps there was something else he could do. Keeping most of his will straining against the king, he turned a small corner of his mind to another part of the magic, a current of energy made from warped and broken fire spells. After spending so much time learning from Azamar, its shape and style were familiar. This was magic Cal understood on a deep level, even though he had no spells like it. It was magic he could work with.

Slowly, carefully, he redirected that part of the orb’s magic, while the main current of power reversed more surely toward the king. If this were a game of tug of war, Cal’s feet were slipping and he was losing his grip on the magical space they fought over. He gritted his teeth and clung on. Just a little longer…

He crafted the broken fire magic into something more, a spike of blazing power, as icy cold as fire was hot, as dark as it was bright. Within the magical realm, he thrust at the king’s mind with the spike.

The assault caught the king by surprise. He cried out in alarm and flinched away, his grip on the magical currents weakening.

Cal seized his moment. He drew the streams of magic in and anchored them around his codex, to ensure the king couldn’t draw them away again. Then he yanked harder, drawing more power into him.

The king bellowed in rage. The spear of anti-fire magic disintegrated as he lashed out at it. But that attack was another mistake. While the king was distracted, Cal launched a fresh onslaught, using broken fragments of wind and earth magic. They slashed at the king’s mind and tore at the strands of magic he attempted to draw from the orb.

The whole chamber glowed with a violent purple light as the struggle hurtled toward its climax. The king thrust both arms into the well, so deep his face pressed against its surface, using his body as a conduit to connect the magic within him to the magic in the atmosphere. The power kept flowing and his body turned black as midnight.

Instinctively, Cal wanted to pull against the king, to try to stop him from taking that power. But brute force against brute force wasn’t the way to win. He had to be smarter.

Instead, he let him have what he wanted and more. Cal flung the power he accumulated thus far against the monarch. It rolled over him, a vast wave of magical energy, more than any mage could take.

King Yaetis laughed, and held himself triumphant, shouts of victory echoing in Cal’s mind. Cal thought for a moment he made a terrible mistake, that he underestimated the king and gave him what he wanted.

But as Cal hoped, all too soon the weight of power became unbearable. The king screamed as it overwhelmed him, breaking his will. The strands of resolve he used to control the magic of the orb snapped and fell away. He stumbled forward, tripped, and vanished into its glowing purple depths.

Cal could still feel the king’s presence, deep in the magic that filled the room. But the strength he wielded was broken, the king’s mind a shadow of what it once was. No one fought Cal anymore.

Cal took a deep breath and called the orb’s power to him. Not just the part he drew on before, but all of it.

If he had misjudged, everything would go horribly wrong. Cal believed he had the strength of will to control the orb, but if he didn’t, its power would overwhelm him just as it overwhelmed the king. It would destroy him and leave the world vulnerable. If it worked, Cal would be stronger than ever. Perhaps he would even have the magic he needed to defeat the Spellbreaker for good.

Energy crackled over and through Cal. It roared in his ears, buzzed in his mind, and tingled in his flesh, making his whole body twitch. He stumbled, almost fell, but kept his footing and his grip on the strands of power. The pages of his codex fluttered and then rushed past, so fast they caused a gust of wind to cross the chamber.

Soon the power wasn’t something separate from Cal anymore. It was something inside his mind and inside his codex. It was a part of him. Strange currents became familiar, then flowed into the back of his awareness, ready to be called upon when needed.

The orb flickered, then shrank, drawing back into itself. Flaring tendrils of power vanished. The surface of the orb retreated and darkened, becoming smaller and smaller, until it was no larger than a man’s head, then no larger than an apple, then the size of a pea. And then it vanished, its power fully absorbed by Cal.

In the darkness of the chamber, Cal’s codex lit up with dark purple spells. The pages turned slowly, showing him symbols he couldn’t read, but he could tell were different from the ones he’d seen before. There was power, but a different sort than what he was used to working with. What did that mean for the Spellweaver, and for the future?

Cal held his codex open in front of him. His hand was steady now, the trembling that threatened to overcome him gone. He closed the codex, hiding those strange spells from sight, and the glow faded away.

The chamber was dark. Cal called upon his power again. There were magics here he never used before, magics he barely understood. Nervously, he singled one out.

Light flowed from Cal, illuminating the chamber. He grinned.

The king stood in the middle of the room, where the heart of the orb once was. His eyes were blank, his face slack. He swayed back and forth, arms hanging loose by his sides, then fell limp to the ground.

Cal buzzed with energy. Every inch of him was full of electricity. He flexed his hand and watched dark sparks blaze between his fingers. He felt like he could do anything, if he just worked out how. A wave of the hand, a wish of the mind, and everything could change. Of course, it could. He was the Spellweaver. More than that, he was…

Cal staggered. Something felt wrong. His insides churned, his heart hammered, his lungs strained for air. He stumbled back into the wall and pressed himself against it, struggling not to fall as his head spun.

This was more than just exhaustion or some sickness trying to get a grip on him. He felt like there were two powers swirling around inside him, battling each other. Two forces fighting inside his soul.

Cal fell to his knees. His body heaved like he was about to be sick, but nothing came out. He wanted to expel those forces, to live in peace again, to find the calm and comfort he used to know. But he couldn’t do that. This was all he’d been working to master, the power he needed to protect the world. He couldn’t let it go, not when he fought so hard, suffered so much, and taken such risks to bring it under his control. He couldn’t let it back out into the world, where people like the king, people like the Spellbreaker and its vessels, might use it. Whatever he did, he must prevail in mastering it.

This was the moment he was steering toward ever since he met Azamar. The test that would prove whether he was worthy of his inheritance, of the Spellweaver’s magic.

There was pain and struggle inside of him, but there was authority too, an exhilarating feeling of confidence and strength. If he focused on that, drew on that, bound it with his will, surely, he could bring it into submission.

Cal took a deep breath, then pushed himself back to his feet, his codex clenched tight in his hand. He could do it. He would do it. He was more powerful than ever.

He stood taller, back straight, head held high. The tingling was still there in his body, but it didn’t unsettle him anymore. It excited him. It encouraged him. He thrilled at the thought of how he might impact the world.

“Yes,” said a voice in his head, rich and charismatic, the voice of the Spellweaver. “Well done, Calwyn Weft. You are becoming the master of magic I need, the leader the world needs. Soon, your moment will come.”

“Yes,” said another voice, dark and cold and slithering like a snake, the voice of some other power. “Soon your moment will come. Our moment. Isn’t it wonderful, Cal?”

The words of the second voice were encouraging, but its effect was chilling. It was the voice of temptation, the voice of menace, the voice of an assassin.

Two forces within him. Was this Cal’s life forever now, to be torn two ways, to be haunted by thoughts that weren’t his own?

Perhaps, but he couldn’t let that stop him.

The voices still spoke, each trying to push itself to the fore, to drown the other out. The sound of them became a tumult, a frantic hammering of words that smashed sentences into fragments, that became an incomprehensible mass of noise.

Cal pushed them both aside. He would have to deal with it later. For now, he had work to do.

A scraping sound came from the center of the chamber, then a rustle and the thud of a foot against the ground.

Against all odds, the king rose to his feet.


Chapter 38

The king’s cloak was torn to rags, his fine clothes charred and tattered. As he stood, his bent and melted crown fell from his head and clanged against the floor, then rolled away to clatter against the wall. He looked at Cal with murderous fury and raised his hands.

“You filthy little peasant,” the king spat. “You odious smear of animal filth. You ignorant, stringy little stain on the underside of the Empire’s shoe. I will crush you. I will eradicate you. I will turn you into dust and ash and wipe you off and no one will ever remember that you existed, because you are nothing, you hear me? You don’t matter! I matter! The Empire matters! The rest of you are the dirt on which our greatness is built, and the dirt does not get to fight back against the boot.”

“You might treat us like dirt,” Cal said. “But people like me, we are the ground on which this nation is built. We’re the soil needed to grow crops. We’re the foundations needed for walls to stand. We’re the roads connecting one town to the next. Your empire is nothing without us.”

“Crops are nothing without fertilizer, that doesn’t mean we ask the opinions of manure.” King Yaetis sneered and snatched his crown from the floor.

Cal shook his head. “Listen to yourself, Your Majesty. You’re better than this.”

“I’m better than you.” The king raised his hands, and magic swirled around them. “And I’m going to prove it.”

He might not have the power of the orb anymore, but the king was still a mighty mage. He thrust out a hand and black lightning shot at Cal, jagged spikes of energy. The air crackled around them.

Cal flung up his own hand, and a barrier of earth rose in front of him, blocking the attack. The lightning faded and the earth crumbled away, revealing the king’s furious glare again.

“Think you’re so smart, peasant?”

The king waved his hand and slivers of rock fell from the ceiling, knife-sharp points that plummeted toward Cal. This time he called a gust of wind, and it swept them away. The rocks slammed into the wall, shattered, and fell in pieces on the ground.

“My kingdom! My empire! My power!!!”

The king stamped his foot like a child throwing a tantrum. But while that tantrum wouldn’t have even shaken the child’s parents, this one shook the whole chamber. A wave of black fire raced toward Cal.

Cal reached out with his mind, tapping into power he’d never used before. A wall of frozen water formed in front of him. Black fire hit white ice, and the two vanished in a billowing cloud. When the steam cleared, the king stood dripping, his fingers curled like claws, teeth bared.

“No more!” he screamed.

The monarch’s hair stood on end and flames in a hundred colors danced across his clothes. Cal could feel immense energy gathering, an assault like nothing he’d ever seen before. Any restraint the king once possessed was gone. There was no reasoning with him, no restraining him, and no time for a careful, measured response.

Cal unleashed his own power. Not just the wind and earth he was familiar with, not just the Spellweaver power that Olin gave him, but all the elements the orb contained. A massive blast of magic shot from him. Fire and water, earth and wind, light and shadow shot from him in unity, a blast of raw, unshaped magical might. It hit the king, flung him from his feet and hurtled him across the chamber. There was a crack as he hit the wall and slumped to the ground one last time.

Though King Yaetis was finally knocked out, the aftermath of his magic remained. Cal’s friends were still trapped and tormented by dark spells. Cal rushed over to Raya, whose face had turned purple as her magical clothes continued to tighten, forcing the breath from her lungs. He ran a hand across her back and down her sides. The magic flowed into its normal shape and her clothes fell loose around her. Raya sank to all fours, gasping and rubbing her arms as she recovered from having the air squeezed out of her.

Next, Cal strode over to Azamar. The fire mage still writhed in agony as black flames clawed at him. Cal held out his hands and drew the magic in. There was a sucking sound, a rush of air, and the flames vanished. Azamar went still, slumped and groaning on the stone floor. Cal laid a hand on his forehead and the mage sighed in relief as the soothing power of healing waters flowed across his fire-ravaged skin.

Ebba stood not far from Azamar, tangled in grasping shadows, locked in place by their grip. As he approached her, Cal called light into his hands. He held them out, and the warm glow banished the shadows. Freed, Ebba rushed over to Azamar and cradled his head in her lap.

A heap of rocks lay to one side of the chamber. Cal sensed movement deep beneath them. Oswerg, struggling to free himself, frustrated by his inability to move the rocks and earth, the very elements he was master of—all thanks to the black magic the king used against him. Cal thrust his hands into the heap of rubble, the rocks scraping his knuckles raw. It was worth the pain to feel that insidious power dissolve at his touch and hear the triumphant roar from Oswerg. Cal stepped back, and the rocks went flying as the ogre flung them off, leaping to his feet.

“Try to beat me with earth, would you?” Oswerg roared. “If they couldn’t bury me in the Northern War, I won’t be buried in some shadowy cellar!”

The clatter of tumbling rocks subsided and Oswerg looked around.

“Did you win, then?” he asked Cal.

“I think so.”

Raya rushed over and flung her arms around Cal. He hugged her tight, holding her close, glad to feel alive.

“I thought I was going to lose you there,” he whispered, feeling all the pain and fear of that moment again.

“I thought you were too,” she whispered back. “Thank you for saving me.”

She loosened her grip on him just enough to look him in the eye.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Like I’ve just been through the toughest fight of my life, and like I could do it all again in an instant.” Cal laughed. “It’s really weird.”

She tipped her head to one side and looked at him with earnest concern.

“When all that magic from the orb vanished, you absorbed it, didn’t you?” she asked.

“Yes,” Cal said. “I had to fight the king for it, but it’s mine now.”

“All of it?” Azamar raised an eyebrow. “Impressive. You really are rising to the challenge of the Spellweaver.”

“I did what I had to.” Cal shrugged. “You would have done the same thing.”

Ebba laughed and nudged Azamar. “Like this one could control that much power.”

“I will have you know that I am the grand master of the Library.” Azamar puffed his chest out. “One of the most powerful mages in the whole world.”

“And the king almost burned your clothes off.”

Azamar looked down at the holes in his charred robes. “Hm, yes, perhaps it’s time to purchase something new.”

Raya pressed her hand against Cal’s cheek, turning his head to force his attention back to her.

“Seriously,” she said. “Are you okay? That was a lot of magic to take on all at once.”

“Honestly?” Cal wasn’t sure. He could feel the forces warring within him, battling for dominance of his soul, and he could feel his exhaustion from the battle. Was it only those two warring forces that held him up? He didn’t know what that meant for him, how long he could survive the battle inside, or how it might end. But Raya only just lived through the fight herself, and he didn’t want to worry her. “I’m fine.”

“Really?”

“Well, I could say I feel weak, but I’ve always been weaker than you, right?”

“Too true.”

“And if I said I wasn’t feeling very smart right now, you might say that’s not much different.”

She gave him a fond smile. “I have seen you do some pretty dumb things.”

“And of course, I’m not as pretty as you are, but that’s got nothing to do with battle scars.”

She blushed. “Not pretty, maybe, but you’ve still got a face worth looking at.” She ran a finger along his cheek. “One I could stand to get closer to.”

Cal swallowed. What he was about to do scared and excited him as much as anything else that day. It meant as much to him as the fate of the Empire of Yaetis, more even. But he gathered his courage and did it anyway.

He leaned in and pressed his lips against Raya’s. To his delight, she kissed him back. They wrapped their arms around each other, bodies pressed together like never before.

After a moment that somehow lasted forever but also no time at all, they pulled apart and stood beaming at each other.

“Young love.” Ebba shook her head and stuck out her tongue in a gagging expression. “And I thought all this dark magic made me feel sick.”

Azamar chuckled and nudged her.

“Like you never think about such things.” He straightened and nodded toward the tunnel out of the chamber. “Come on, all of you. This battle may be over, but our work isn’t done.”


Chapter 39

In the plaza outside the palace, the citizens of Aerteria began to put their city back in order. The earth ring Oswerg used to contain the fighting was dismantled, cobbles returned to their places in the ground, overturned and broken carts gathered in one corner for repair and collection by their owners. People who, a few hours before, ran in terror from the attacks by the king’s minions, were already returning to the scene of the disaster, determined to overcome their fear and trauma and help each other out.

Cal sat on an overturned cart at one end of the square, his codex open in his lap, its pages glowing with a golden light. A queue formed in front of him, the citizens who were affected by the king’s corrupted magic lining up to be cured. Some came of their own volition, having found enough dregs of willpower to overcome the magic. Some had to be dragged over, squirming and kicking, by city guards and concerned friends. The most unfortunate, those badly hurt during the fight, had to be carried to the line.

Cal wished he could cure them all at once. Perhaps, with practice, he could do that sort of thing with the spell Olin gave him, and send out waves of Spellweaver magic to affect a whole mass of people. For now, he had to heal them one at a time, laying his hands on each patient in turn and using the Spellweaver’s power to drive out the corruption the Spellbreaker infected them with.

He laid his hands on the next patient in line and let the magic flow. Fragments of black armor that still clung to them melted away, revealing the little old woman underneath. She looked around in confusion, then shook her head.

“His Majesty’s parties get stranger every year,” she said. “Not like in the old days.”

Without a word, she turned and hobbled away.

“I’m sure she meant ‘thank you’,” Raya said. She sat next to Cal, their arms not quite touching, and every moment he wasn’t healing someone, he was intensely aware of her presence. He wanted to stop what he was doing and spend time with her, but these people were hurt and bewildered, they needed his help. Carrying the Spellweaver spirit wasn’t just about the drama of fighting off dangers, it was about the slow work of building back after.

“Some people are just rude,” Cal said. “That doesn’t mean they don’t deserve our help.” He winked at her. “It’s not like you’ve always been politely behaved yourself.”

“I resent that remark,” Raya said with exaggerated haughtiness. “Or perhaps resemble it…”

“Next!” Cal called out.

Another figure in black magical armor stepped stiffly in front of him. She sank to her knees and Cal placed his hands on her head. After a few moments, the armor began dissolving, dripping away a little at a time until none of it remained, revealing Princess Olivia.

“Your Highness.” Cal bowed his head, though she was currently on her knees in front of him, the roles of ruler and ruled reversed.

“Cal.” Olivia got to her feet and looked at him with one eyebrow raised. “This looks like evidence you are more than you claimed to be when I came to the Library. As if more were needed, after the extraordinary scenes in the palace.”

Cal shrugged. “I’m a mage, Your Highness. I was before, and I am still, but all of us are more than one thing.”

“Sometimes we’re idiots,” Raya said sharply. “Idiots who side with monsters instead of listening to good people who tell us where the danger is.”

Olivia held herself with the same stiff stateliness as always, the mark of a royal who expected to be treated with more than mere respect. But at least now she had the decency to blush, her cheeks turning a rosy pink.

“You are right,” she said. “I apologize to you all for doubting what you said about my father. I should have listened to your wisdom, after you came so far to help us.” She shook her head. “No, more than that, I should have seen the truth. I should have recognized the corruption at the heart of the palace related to my father, however painful that realization was. I should have seen the true nature of the danger we were in, as my brother Voren did.”

She looked around the devastation of the plaza, at the people lining up to be healed, at the bodies of those who would never rise again. She hung her head.

“You saw the danger and you acted on it,” she said. “I helped my father instead, and so helped the corruption to spread. I was a fool.”

“It’s okay.” Cal patted her on the arm. “Everybody makes mistakes. The important thing is we defeated your father in the end. People are safe again, for now at least.”

But Olivia’s mention of Voren raised another question, one Cal pondered in the brief moments he wasn’t busy healing people. They all thought Voren was snatched away by the king, and Cal assumed they would find him when they came to the palace, but so far that hadn’t happened. So where was the prince?

There had been no sign of him in the catacombs, either during the fighting or in the aftermath when they worked their way through the tunnels, checking for hidden dangers or people who needed magical corruption removed. They’d found many strange things left over from the king’s dark practices, but no sign of the prince.

Even when they returned to the surface, he hadn’t been found. They discovered plenty of palace servants and stray aristocrats, infected with the Spellbreaker’s power or looking for protection from others infected by it. But the royal family was in shorter supply. Until now, they hadn’t even seen Olivia, and there was still not the slightest sign of her brother. Had he been cursed and thrown into the fight, and they hadn’t recognized him among all the armored figures? Or was something else going on?

“Have you seen your brother?” Cal asked. “He was staying with us but was snatched away while we were out. We don’t know what happened next.”

Olivia shook her head.

“I wish I knew,” she said. “I owe him an apology. More than that, I owe him any help I can offer, after labeling him a danger and setting guards to hunt him down. It’s hard enough to accept one’s wrongs—harder yet when those wrongs hurt someone close to us.”

Cal frowned and cast his eye over the line of people waiting to be cured. It was possible Voren was there somewhere, but it seemed unlikely. Most of the people Cal saw turned by the magic were guards, aristocrats at the party, and civilians in the plaza. If Voren had been among them, Cal would have recognized him. And if he wasn’t among the victims they’d seen so far, where was he?

“I wouldn’t worry about it, Cal,” Raya said, laying a hand on his shoulder. “There are lots of people who need your help just as much as Voren, and who are right here waiting for you. If he doesn’t turn up among them, we can think about it later, but he’s no more important than anyone else.”

Cal shook his head. In principle, he agreed with her. The lowliest beggar on the streets of Aerteria mattered to him just as much as the heirs to the throne, and Cal would fight just as hard to protect any of them. But the fact was there were practical implications beyond that, especially where the royal family was concerned. A son of the king was a powerful political tool, someone who could be used to claim control of the empire, if that was the direction of the Spellbreaker’s schemes. But his blood was powerful in other ways too, as the king’s impressive magical abilities demonstrated. The royal family held a rich strand of magical capabilities, and if Voren unknowingly inherited it, he could be used for all sorts of terrible magic. Though he turned out to be a good guy, he was already corrupted by the dark power of the palace and the magic the king wove through it. What could the Spellbreaker have planned for him? And where would it have sent him to achieve those goals?

A guard stepped up beside Olivia. He had a shield strapped across his back and a sword hanging at his side. He clutched his hands together and glanced nervously across Cal and his companions, before clearing his throat and bowing to the princess.

“Your Majesty,” the guard said, then turned to Cal and bowed again, more awkwardly this time. “Master Mage.”

“I’m not—” Cal began, but Raya jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow, silencing him. She was right, they were already going to face some awkward questions about Cal’s capabilities, and he shouldn’t say anything he didn’t need to now.

“You have something to report?” Princess Olivia asked in a commanding tone.

“I do, Your Majesty,” the guard said. “I feel I should share it with you both, but perhaps I should tell you first, Your Majesty, and then you can decide who should know?”

Olivia looked from the guard to Cal and stood for a long moment, biting her lip as she considered him. At last, she shook her head.

“Calwyn Weft has done more to protect the Empire of Yaetis today than I have,” she said. “If I cannot trust his judgment and discretion, I cannot trust anyone’s, not even my own.” She said that last part bitterly, with a shake of her head, then waved a hand to the guard. “Go ahead, tell us what you know.”

“Very well, Your Majesty, and Master Mage, sir.” The guard took a deep breath. “I believe I know what happened to Prince Voren, or at least a part of it.”

Olivia shot him a steely look. “And you’re only just mentioning this now?”

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty, that it didn’t come up sooner. I wouldn’t have been free to talk to you about it when the king was still in charge.”

Olivia let out a weary breath. “You’re right, of course. Go on.”

“His Majesty the king brought the prince to the gates one night,” the guard said. “I was on duty at the time, and the whole thing seemed strange: for the king to have been out on his own like that, for him to bring his son back in a battered state, and the secrecy surrounding it. His Majesty talked openly about how the prince was a traitor and needed to be punished, but that night he snuck him in, unconscious, with as little attention as he could manage. I didn’t know what to make of it.

“He called for a few of the guards, not me or anyone I was close to. It seemed he chose those men specifically, like he trusted them more than the rest of us. He ordered them to take the prince somewhere with haste.”

“And where did they take him?” Olivia asked. “Is my brother still locked away in a hidden dungeon, or has he been dragged farther afield?”

“I’m so sorry, Your Highness, but I don’t know. I wasn’t part of the group the king trusted with this task, and I didn’t get close enough to hear where they were taking him. Once the prince was carried away, those of us left on guard were sworn to secrecy. We haven’t even talked about it with each other since, but with everything that happened today…”

The guard turned from them to look across the shattered plaza, the magically corrupted people, the broken carts, and the bodies of the dead. For many in the city of Aerteria, their world was turned upside down. For those close enough to see the king’s role in it all, the shock had to be even greater. Great enough to shake loose the sworn word of this loyal guard.

“Thank you for sharing this with us,” Olivia said. Her face was stern, but Cal could detect the worry underneath. Her brother was in danger, and with him the whole nation.

Cal was concerned too. Voren was taken for a reason. Even if the king himself wasn’t a threat, the question of what might happen to the prince was a big worry. Perhaps his father stashed him away out of political expediency, to protect himself from another assassination attempt without killing off one of his own heirs. But given the involvement of the Spellbreaker, it was likely something worse was going on. Dark magic and even darker schemes were at play.

“Hey there,” Raya said gently, and rubbed his arm. “Are you still with us?”

Cal hadn’t realized how deeply he was lost in thought, or that everyone was looking at him.

“Sorry,” he said. “Just thinking about Voren and where he might be.”

“It’ll be okay. We’ve beaten two Spellbreaker vessels and saved an empire. Finding a missing prince will be child’s play next to that.” Raya pulled a comical face. “Just don’t think about how much mess children make while they’re playing.”

“Remember, Your Highness,” the guard said. “You have the whole palace on your side, and many others loyal to you. Whatever you need, the nation is behind you.”

A fit of coughing overtook the guard, and he brought his hand to his mouth to cover it. When he lowered the hand, it was mottled with black dots.

“The corruption.” Cal looked at him. “You’re still infected?”

“A cold I picked up on duty in the palace,” the guard said. “Nothing compared with what’s happened to so many others.”

He gestured to the line of people still clothed in the Spellbreaker’s dark power, some of them struggling to escape the grip of friends and family.

“It is the curse,” Cal said, “even if it’s just the early stages. Let me help you.”

“Others should be first.”

“You’re here.” Cal forced himself to speak with firmness and command. Taking charge didn’t suit him, but apparently it was part of his job now. “That means it’s your turn.”

Olivia stepped back, and the guard reluctantly took her place. He knelt in front of Cal, one fist planted on the cobbles, his head bowed. Cal placed his palm on him and let the Spellweaver’s power flow. A golden glow spread across the outside of the guard, before sinking into him. There was a pulsing of magic in the air, an electric tingle that ran from the codex, through Cal, into the guard. The guard gave a final rasping cough, then breathed deeply and clearly. He looked up at Cal with a smile.

“Thank you, sir,” he said.

“That’s all right,” Cal said. “And please don’t call me sir, it doesn’t suit me any more than master mage does.”

“Then what should I call you?”

“Cal is fine.”

“Thank you, Cal.” The guard stood, then bowed. Somehow, the gesture seemed even more respectful than before.

The guard walked away, and Olivia turned to go as well.

“Your Highness,” Cal said. “Could you please stay a moment longer?”

He might be able to command guards, but royalty didn’t appreciate being bossed around. Some respect and consideration would go a long way here, more so than normal. The family that ruled Yaetis was vulnerable, they needed to see their authority respected and enforced.

“What is it, Calwyn?” she asked.

Cal bit his lip. Was he really about to take charge of running a kingdom, however distantly? It seemed like a task far above him, but the people here were confused and disordered, even the ones who were meant to be in charge. Somebody needed to make sure events went smoothly, or they might never recover from the chaos. Without organization, the Empire of Yaetis would be doomed.

“In your father’s absence, someone needs to take charge here,” Cal said. “Not necessarily to take charge of the whole nation, that’s far above what I would dare to comment on, but to help them rebuild their city, to put things back in order after all the destruction. There’s been an earthquake and a battle, and fires from buildings the earthquakes knocked down. There are people who lack homes, who need help to get by and to rebuild, and once that’s done, there’s a whole palace to be repaired.”

“And you’re going to assume command of dealing with this, are you?” Olivia’s tone suggested she was ready to put up a fight, rather than let the mages take over her city.

“On the contrary,” Cal said. “Who better to take charge of that work than you?”

Olivia hesitated, taken aback.

“My father mostly used me for diplomatic leverage,” she said. “Trips to foreign lands to charm our neighbors, or to troubled provinces to persuade their governors to cooperate. I’m not used to this sort of responsibility.”

“You were responsible enough to bring the Library in when it was time, to give the empire what it needed to survive this crisis.”

“Perhaps…” The princess looked down, her face crumpling into a frown.

“Oh, stop pouting,” Raya snapped. “You can do this, and you know it. Get on with it.”

Olivia looked up at her, and for a moment Cal thought they were about to face the wrath of an outraged royal. Instead, she smiled softly and nodded.

“I’ll go and see what needs to be done.” She turned and walked away, as proud and regal as ever, but more purposeful now.

“Careful,” Cal said. “If you keep talking to royals like that, one of these days you’re going to get your head chopped off.”

“I’m not using it for anything anyway,” Raya replied, tapping the side of her skull.

“Maybe not, but I was,” Cal said, his mind full of memories of their kiss.

They both blushed and grinned as they looked at each other.

“Then I’ll try very hard not to get executed,” Raya said. “Just for you.”

The sound of shuffling feet and people coughing drew Cal’s attention back to the queue of cursed people. He would find lots of time for Raya, but that had to wait until later. For now…

“Next!” he called out.

The next person stepped forward. He was a guard, his uniform showing beneath the patches of broken black armor. He sank to his knees and bowed his head.

“Please, heal me,” he croaked.

“Of course.” Cal laid a hand on the guard’s head and called upon the power of the Spellweaver magic.

He expected to see the same golden glow as before, to feel the rich, soothing flow of magic, but nothing came. Confused, he turned his hand over and raised it to take a closer look. A sharp pain lanced through his mind, like someone drove a spike of icy metal through his head.

Cal froze, one hand clutched to his head, the other held up in front of him. The pages of his codex flipped violently, rushing by so fast it sounded like they were being ripped out. The spells the orb gave him laid exposed, radiating an unnatural purple glow.

A chill ran down Cal’s spine. It was bad enough to face dark magic in the world around him, but to see something menacing in his own codex filled him with alarm. It was like hearing the voice of an enemy in his own mind.

As if reading that thought, a sinister voice emerged, echoing around the space between Cal’s ears.

“Spellweaver vessel,” the voice said. “You feel me, and I feel you. There is so much we could do together. Powerful things. Magnificent things. Magic to make empires shake. Stop turning from me and listen to what I have to offer.”

It wasn’t just a voice. It was a vein of magic running through his thoughts, a strand of burning ice and jarring steel jammed through his skull. Every word made him shudder. He pushed it away, and that hurt even more, but he couldn’t give in. He mustn’t let this other entity take control of him.

With great force of will, Cal buried the voice and its magic deep inside. Perhaps he couldn’t avoid it forever, but he could avoid it for now.

“Something’s hurting you,” Raya said, laying a hand on his arm. “Are you still wounded from the fight?”

Cal shook his head.

“I’m fine,” he said, but it didn’t sound convincing, even to him.

“I’m not an idiot, so don’t treat me like one. You’re clearly in pain.” Her tone lost its combative edge as she wrapped an arm around his shoulders and drew him close. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to… It’ll be all right, whatever it is, I promise.”

He leaned against her, resting his head on her shoulder, and enjoyed the comfort of her presence, the warmth and softness of her touch, the reassurance of knowing there was someone in the world who cared so much about him. He hadn’t felt this way in years, not since his parents passed away. He never realized how important it was, how healing it could feel to have someone treat him like he was the center of their world.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

He closed his eyes and let the plaza fade away, with all its devastation and its noise of worried voices, with all the stresses of the world and the demands it placed on him. The queue of cursed victims and the rubble of the battle faded, taking his anxieties with them. All that was left was him and Raya, their two hearts beating in time, her warmth and support enveloping him.

His pain vanished. The world seemed a safer, better place. The menacing voice disappeared, and he felt the golden power flow again.

When he opened his eyes, Azamar, Ebba, and Oswerg approached. The people waiting to be cured stepped aside. Everyone in the city knew who they had to thank for their safety and continued survival. No one was going to get in the mages’ way, except to offer thanks or thrust gifts at them. They’d eaten well in the few hours since they emerged from the palace, thanks to all the pies and cakes on offer.

“If you don’t want the flowers, just tell people,” Ebba was saying as they drew near.

Azamar, awkwardly holding a bouquet of roses, waved them about.

“I have no desire to give the appearance of ingratitude,” he said. “These people have little enough in their lives.To offer some part of it is the highest praise, and I would be appalled at myself if I were to create the least stirring of offense.”

“Well, look who’s become so sensitive all of a sudden. Tell you what, I’ve got a solution, if you want it.”

“Really? What’s that?”

“You scan scatter your bed with rose petals and wait for me in your most revealing robes. I’ll give you another present, one you’ll never forget.”

“You should be careful with all these remarks,” Azamar said, and for once his smile matched hers. “One of these days, I might take you up on them.”

“Don’t threaten me with a good time, flame fingers. You’re living under my roof, remember? There’s no getting away once you start down this path.”

“Actually, we’re living under Oswerg’s roof now.”

“You leave me out of this,” Oswerg said with a low chuckle. “If there’s rose petals involved, I really don’t want to get between you two.”

They reached Cal and Raya and exchanged warm greetings. Even Ebba felt like a full member of the group now, after what they went through together.

“How are you holding up, Cal?” Azamar asked.

“I’m managing,” Cal said. “I’ve healed a lot of people in the past few hours, and it feels good.”

“I’m glad to hear that, because we’ve been going around the city, checking on the others, and there are still a lot of citizens to cure.”

Cal nodded. He wasn’t under any illusions that the impact of the curse and the battle that followed were limited to this one square.

“I’m hopeful I’ll get to everyone in about a week,” he said.

“Impressive,” Azamar said. “As ever, young Cal, you are to be commended for your endeavors.”

“Thank you, master.”

Cal took a deep breath. He’d already taken charge with Princess Olivia; did he dare do the same thing with his magical masters? Then he realized they were already watching him expectantly, waiting to hear what he suggested next. Maybe, after the part he played in their battles, taking charge of their plans wouldn’t be such a big step. After all, he was the mortal embodiment of the Spellweaver.

“Once I’m done healing people, we’ll need to return to the Library and train,” he said. “I’ve got a lot of new spells I don’t understand, that I need to learn to work with. I’m going to require some help with that. The rest of you should get in all the practice you can as well, and make sure the rest of the Library members train hard. We only have a few months until the final battle, when I’ll have to go against the Spellbreaker at full power, and I don’t think he’ll be alone. We thought this confrontation was big…” He gestured at the devastation of the plaza and the surrounding city. “What are the odds that the next one will be worse?”

“Not odds I’d bet on,” Ebba said, “and I’ve taken some long shots in my time. Isn’t that right?”

She winked at Azamar, who rolled his eyes. He was still smiling when he looked back at her.

“What will you do now?” Cal asked Ebba. “The king is dead, the city should be safer than it was, that means you’ve got an opportunity to rebuild your business. I expect there will be even more people coming to trade in the city now that the perversion is gone, and there are fewer places for them to stay thanks to the destruction.”

“True, but in case you forgot, my inn was reduced to rubble and shadows.”

“You’re a powerful mage. You could recreate the Shadowside Inn if you wanted to.”

“Well, that’s a big ‘if’, isn’t it?” Ebba shook her head. “I’ve been wanting something to believe in for a long time now, something worth fighting for. Running with criminals and providing a hideout for victims of the law worked out nicely to fill the time while I waited, but it’s not my life’s calling.”

She looked at Cal, and there was a seriousness to her expression, a weight to her gaze that he wasn’t used to from her.

“I believe your quest as the Spellweaver is a worthy fight,” she said. “I’m going to help you out, if you’ll have me.”

“Gladly,” Cal said.

“Well then.” Ebba nudged Azamar. Because of her dwarf height, her elbow caught him in the thigh instead of the ribs. “We should go make ourselves useful. I’ve a deep seam of magic still to tap, and a gift for building things out of shadows. We should help folks repair their homes.”

“I’m a fire mage,” Azamar said. “What use am I for any of that?”

“You’re going to stand there and look pretty, to encourage me. If you really want to be useful, you can tell everyone how great I am.” Ebba nodded to Oswerg. “Come on, you too. There’s no magic like earth magic when it comes to putting houses in order.” She winked at Raya. “We’ll leave you two in peace, eh?”

The three mages strode off into the city streets, and the queue of cursed people formed up again.

“So much for peace.” Raya sighed. “But it’s good to help out.” She raised her voice. “Make an orderly line. First in the queue, step forward please.”

Cal opened his codex and raised his hand, ready to start healing. The pages of the codex fluttered, turning to a spell written in golden glowing letters. More pages flipped, and a cold, unsettling, purple glow appeared.

In the back of Cal’s awareness, an ominous voice whispered unfamiliar words.

End of Book 2
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