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    “Remember,” Master Abel said, his voice weary from repeating the same thing three times in as many minutes. “Keep the young ones in the forest for the entire day. Return after sunset, if at all possible. Should the Archmage trip over some snotty young ne’er-do-well during his visit, we would never hear the end of it…” 
 
    Alec nodded. From a distance, the great bell of the Archon Temple tolled the breakfast hour. The chime repeated itself, its dull reverberation thudding through the walls—much like Master Abel as he repeated himself. Alec never lost his patience with Master Abel, however. He understood the importance of the day, and had resolved weeks ago to get through it with a smile on his face. 
 
    “I admit, I’m envious,” the youth admitted, smiling. “To think Archmage Uriel Diamondspear would visit our Temple! It’s a great shame that I’ll be out in the forest with the Temple’s wards, unable to pay homage to him myself.” 
 
    No it won’t, Alec thought, letting Master Abel launch into another long-winded diatribe. He greatly preferred the forest to the dusty libraries and dimly lit halls of the Archon Temple. Alec spent most of the week looking forward to his Sundays, when he’d take all the Temple’s children—orphans, just like him—out into the woods for a little forestcraft and storytelling. The children were always happy for the fresh air and sunshine, and Alec could avoid the questions that had become more and more insistent as he neared his eighteenth birthday. 
 
    As if he could read Alec’s thoughts, Master Abel cleared his throat and took a different tack. “I believe you know what to do,” the wizened old man said, leaning across his desk. While most of the monks kept their personal offices almost fanatically clean, Abel’s were a hodge-podge of dusty books, scrolls, and souvenirs from distant lands. “Tell me something, young man—have you given any more thought to your Vocation?” 
 
    Those were the words Alec dreaded hearing. In a mere two weeks, he’d be turning eighteen—and by the time a young man in the Archon Temple reached his eighteenth birthday, he was expected to have chosen a Vocation. These weren’t set in stone, exactly, but the path a man chose at this stage in his life tended to have effects that one couldn’t shake. 
 
    Every monk at the Temple wanted Alec to become a scribe, or a translator. Even Master Abel, who downplayed Alec’s talents every chance he could, admitted Alec had a greater talent for letters than any of the other strays or foundlings housed within the Archon Temple’s walls. It seemed natural that he would pick up the pen and put those talents to use for the Temple’s benefit. The pen is mightier than the sword, Master Matthias reminded him near the end of every Temple lecture, as if by sheer force of repetition he could influence the young man’s future. 
 
    There was only one problem with that statement: Alec preferred the sword. 
 
    The choice was up to him, of course. As an able-bodied eighteen-year-old man, both the King’s Army and the Expeditionary Forces were open to him. Conflict was against the creed of the monks in the Temple, of course, so they wouldn’t even hear of such a thing. Yet the allure of travel beckoned to Alec. As much as he loved the Archon Temple—well, teaching the children at the Archon Temple, at least—he wanted to see more of the world. The idea of spending the rest of his life translating ancient tomes from dead languages appealed to him about as much as cleaning the chamber pots with his toothbrush. 
 
    “I haven’t given it a great deal of thought,” he lied. The words came easily to his lips, and until now, they’d mollified the monks who asked him about his future plans. Master Abel, however, wasn’t so easily swayed. 
 
    “You have a very short amount of time to decide,” Abel said, cracking his knuckles. The man had a love for using his joints to make noise; he even did it at the table, making the young foundlings gag. “Once you’ve chosen your Vocation, you’ll have to pursue it with all the dignity of the Archon Temple. And, should you choose a Vocation that cannot be learned or practiced within the Temple, you will have to leave us.” 
 
    Alec didn’t need Abel to tell him that. It had weighed heavily on his mind for months. Should he choose a Vocation that didn’t involve his talents as a scribe, he’d have to leave the Archon Temple behind for good. While it was true he wished to see more of the world than its cramped confines could offer, he wasn’t entirely sure if he was willing to leave it all behind forever. So many of the boys here depended on him. Thomas would be bullied mercilessly were it not for him. One-eyed Mortimer required help at times, gathering herbs and plants for the apothecary with the others… 
 
    Master Abel took his hesitance for a different emotion. A starry look entered the old man’s eyes, as if he looked out upon far-flung vistas from a better, vanished time. “Ah, I know what you’re thinking, young man! Like so many before you, you wish to sow your wild oats—to cavort with the world and take in all of its pleasures! You imagine yourself a brave knight, a fearsome warrior! A figure out of legend!” 
 
    “Or a mage,” he blurted, his cheeks coloring as the words left his lips. How had he let that one slip out? Not even the other foundlings had ever heard about his secret dream. To confess it before Master Abel, of all people…! 
 
    Fortunately, the wizened old monk took it as a joke. “Exactly! Young men like you get all sorts of strange notions. Like that friend of yours—what was his name? Tamsyn?” 
 
    “Tanuin,” Alec said, harsher than he’d intended. He’d learned not to speak to the monks in that way, but he couldn’t help it. Hearing the elf’s name in the monks’ mouths normally no longer bothered him—but today, of all days, the sound filled him with irritation. 
 
    Master Abel noticed. “It’s been a while since that ranger visited us,” the old man said, making a steeple of his fingers on the tabletop. “Likely as not he’s dead in a ditch somewhere. Always stirring up trouble, that one…” 
 
    “He’s alive,” Alec hissed. “I know it.” 
 
    For a very long time, Tanuin had been the only person at the Archon Temple Alec could consider a true friend. Yes, there were the foundlings, and of course the monks treated him with nothing but sympathy and kindness (Abel excluded). Yet the distance in both relationships left Alec feeling more lonely than if he’d spent his youth wandering the halls of the Archon Temple without company at all. 
 
    Tanuin had changed all that. 
 
    The ranger had not only been the first nonhuman Alec had ever met, he’d been the first person to ever treat him as an equal. Neither his tutor nor his ward, Tanuin brought artifacts from the outside world and endless stories whenever he visited the Archon Temple, setting Alec’s imagination aflame with possibilities. Alec looked forward to each of his visits like they were feast days, with more excitement than Yuletide. 
 
    Five years ago, Tanuin had vanished without a trace. The band of elves he ranged with had been tight-lipped when Master Matthias inquired as to his whereabouts, which none of the monks had taken as a good sign. Alec tried to forget his memories of the friendly, world-traveling ranger, but such memories remained stubbornly unwilling to fade. 
 
    Master Abel barked out a harsh, flat laugh. “Take my advice,” the man said, cocking his head slightly to the side. “Put these dreams out of your head. The King’s Army is a meat grinder—sign up with them, and you’ll wind up dead on a foreign battlefield, surrounded by people whose names you don’t even know. The Archon Temple is a hallowed institution of learning. It’s honorable, clean—and safe.” 
 
    Three things Alec wasn’t the least bit interested in. 
 
    Abel’s expression softened. “You’re a bright boy,” he said, something like camaraderie entering his tone. “With a little more effort in your studies, you could go far. Were you to devote yourself to religious contemplation, you could even succeed Master Matthias as the head of the Temple one of these days. Now wouldn’t that be a more appropriate dream for a boy with your gifts?” 
 
    It would. And Alec couldn’t deny the idea held a certain appeal. The monks tolerated the foundlings they brought in and raised within the temple grounds—it was part of their holy mission, of course—but they never seemed to truly care for them. His life had been one with very little love. As head of the Archon Temple, he could change all that. 
 
    But he’d still be lonely. And while the thought of the fairer sex remained very much a vague, incoherent dream in the back of his mind (he’d met even fewer girls than he had elves!), he got the distinct impression he wouldn’t be happy spending his entire life alone. Not even in a position of authority the kind that the Temple could give him. 
 
    “I’ll think about it, Master Abel,” he promised. It was all he could do. I’ve been thinking enough for three men lately, he told himself, frustration dripping like sweat from his skin. Maybe a day in the woods is what I need—a little fun, and less thought… 
 
    Master Abel looked as if he’d had the same idea. “You should go and join the boys,” he said, nodding a curt dismissal. “You’ll want breakfast before you escort them into the woods. Remember, keep them busy until full dark if at all possible…” 
 
    “I know, Master Abel,” Alec said, barely able to hold back laughter. How many times would the man repeat himself if not stopped? “There’ll be no boys here to sully Archmage Diamondspear’s visit, I promise.” 
 
    In truth, Alec was glad he’d miss the Archmage. Seeing a powerful magic user up close would only remind him of what he could never have. 
 
    As he retreated from Abel’s chambers, activity buzzed around him. Though the morning had only just begun, the Archon Tower was a constant throb of busywork. It was said the building was thousands of years old, and at its advanced age, every fresco and candelabra needed near-constant cleaning to keep from falling into disrepair. Manservants carried laundry through the hallways, filling the stone corridors with a rich lavender scent as Alec made his way to the cafeteria. 
 
    He had to cross the Yard to get there. The Archon Temple resembled a fortress more than it did a holy site: indeed, from a distance, an invading army probably would not have been able to tell the difference between the two. High stone walls encircled the main plaza, with towers in each corner forming the dormitories and the lecture halls. In general, the higher a monk’s quarters were above the ground, the better his status—Master Matthias’s quarters, for example, were at the very top of the Eastern Tower. 
 
    Though how he manages to sleep with all that racket, I have no idea, Alec wondered as he made his way across the grass. Floating spheres revolved around the big bell tower overlooking the chapel, bathing the whole square in heavenly illumination. Normally they remained dull, circling the bell tower like ornaments on a Yuletide tree—today, they burned like miniature suns. They functioned as both a beacon and a hitching point for airships. 
 
    Archmage Diamondspear’s own airship had already docked against the tower, though the man himself wouldn’t emerge from on board for several hours yet. By the time the Archmage arrived for his tour, Alec intended to be well and truly gone from the Temple. Still, the sight of the triple-masted craft made his heart skip a beat. A half-dozen gleaming cannons extended from the aft bow, as if Diamondspear readied himself to make war against the Temple at a moment’s notice. 
 
    What would it be like, Alec wondered, to ride in a craft like that? He wanted to, of course: almost as badly as he wanted to be a mage. But only mages could afford such transportation. Even the finest knights in the King’s service had to make do with horses, and the Expeditionary Force traveled on foot. So thinking about it was silly. 
 
    By the time he reached the cafeteria, the other foundlings had just about finished their meals. Two dozen grinning faces greeted him, most covered in dirt. The boys had neglected their evening shower the previous night, or the monk in charge of putting them down in the dormitories had forgotten. No matter, Alec told himself. We’re going to be in the woods today anyway. 
 
    “Alec!” That was Thomas, the frailest of the boys. The others had made sport of mocking him before Alec put a stop to it. Now Thomas behaved as though Alec walked on water. He’d never had a fan before, and he found it oddly uncomfortable. “You’re late!” 
 
    “Master Abel detained me,” Alec said, settling into his seat at the table. An apple and a bowl of oatmeal awaited him. He tucked the apple into his robes and pushed the oatmeal away. The monks said it was a sin to waste food, but he wouldn’t have time to scarf it down before they traveled. The apple would suffice until they dug into their lunches later. 
 
    The boys laughed at his proclamation. They all knew full well that Master Abel ‘had it in’ for Alec, as they liked to say.  
 
    “Did he crack his knuckles?” Mortimer asked, fiddling with the black patch over his right eye. Strangely, the other boys never teased him for it—perhaps because it made him look like a pirate. “It’s so gross when he does that…” 
 
    Several boys made disgusted faces at the very idea. 
 
    “He wanted to make sure you were all ready to have a nice time in the woods today,” Alec replied, only having to lie a little. “And… he asked me about my Vocation, again.” 
 
    One of the boys—Marcus, a little older than the others with boldness to match—snickered. “We’re your Vocation, Alec. Did you tell that old bat you’re stuck with us for life?” 
 
    “Alec’s going to be a knight,” another boy said, swinging an invisible sword through the air. “Isn’t that right, Alec?” 
 
    “No, a ranger!” 
 
    “No, he’s going to stay here,” Thomas said nervously. He did everything nervously, just about. “You’re not going to leave the Temple, are you, Alec?” 
 
    “Quiet down, all of you,” Alec said, covering his own nerves with a smile. The boys reacted instantly, going silent the way the other monks would have given an arm and a leg to be able to do. It’s not hard, Alec thought, they just have to care. “Have you seen that airship tethered to the bell tower this morning?” 
 
    Two dozen pairs of eyes fixed directly on him. “No,” Mortimer said, sounding shocked. “We have a visitor?” 
 
    Alec nodded. “Archmage Uriel Diamondspear,” he explained, looking over each of the boys in turn. “A very powerful wizard. He’s here to meet with Master Matthias.” 
 
    Excitement filled the cafeteria. The boys were rambunctious at the best of times—with the news of a mage in their midst, they’d become nearly untamable. “A wizard!” one of them exclaimed. 
 
    “I’m scared to meet a wizard!” Thomas cried. “What if he turns me into a toad!” 
 
    Several boys snickered at that. “No one’s going to turn you into a toad,” Alec assured the boy. “Matthias needs peace and quiet for his meeting with Archmage Diamondspear. That’s why it’s good we’re going to the woods today.” 
 
    The rest of breakfast went the way it always did. Alec asked if any boys needed to go to the bathroom, and about half of them raised their hands. Strangely enough, Alec wondered, it’s never the same boys… 
 
    Once they were all ready to go, he marched them single-file toward the front of the cafeteria to put their dishes away. The head chef, a muscular man with a big beard held in a net to keep hair from getting in the food, beamed at each boy as he handed them a sack of food for the trip. 
 
    “And this is for you, young master,” the chef said. He always called Alec young master, no matter how many times the youth tried to persuade him otherwise. “Packed you a little extra today, as I saw you didn’t have time for breakfast. Don’t worry, I won’t tell any of the monks.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Alec said, taking the bag. One of these days, he needed to have a longer talk with the man. Those brawny arms looked like they’d seen combat, and the chef’s big barrel chest seemed as if it had been made to support a suit of armor. No rumors surrounded him, yet Alec was certain he’d once been a soldier in the King’s Army. 
 
    Maybe hearing what it was like from someone who’d been there would help him make up his mind. The decision weighed heavily on him, despite the cheerfulness of the day. Even the promise of perfect weather couldn’t dispel it completely. 
 
    Alec put it out of his mind as he led the boys to the front gate of the Archon Tower. They followed obediently, chattering about the fun they’d have in the woods and the forestcraft they’d no doubt be learning from Alec that day. In truth, he hadn’t given much thought at all to his lessons today. I’ll need to pull up one of Tanuin’s teachings, he thought, the mental image of the elven ranger enough to make him grin. Funny I should be thinking of him, right after Master Abel mentioned the man… 
 
    A strange coincidence, to be sure. Greater events than Alec’s life have hinged upon such coincidences. It was no accident that the elven ranger was at the forefront of Alec’s thoughts that sunny Sunday morning. 
 
    Very shortly, he’d be hearing from his old friend for the first time in five years. And what he learned would change his life forever. 
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    The front gates of the Archon Tower were manned day and night. While the monks who devoted themselves to learning and study abhorred violence, they felt no hypocrisy in hiring others to maintain the peace for them. The guards at the gate knew Alec by sight, of course. The weekly trip to the woods just behind the grounds was practically the only time they needed to do anything. 
 
    “Good morning, Alec,” a broad-shouldered guard said as he approached, lifting a gauntleted fist. “Taking the kids out for a stroll?” 
 
    The man never failed to laugh at this joke. As if one man could father all these children, Alec thought to himself. He’d need to have at least six or seven wives in order to do that… 
 
    The thought of it made him blush. He returned the guard’s half-hearted salute, trying not to think too hard about the meaning behind the joke. “Abel wants us to clear out before the Archmage arrives,” Alec explained. 
 
    “Can’t blame you there,” the guard snorted. “Hellfire, I’d come along with you if they’d let me. The monks are going to be twice as prickly with that old graybeard running around today. Gonna be like walking on eggshells from sunup to dusk.” 
 
    Alec laughed. “We should be back shortly after dusk,” he said. “Master Abel, ah… suggested I keep the boys out a little later than usual. We packed food for the trip.” 
 
    “Ah, camping is it?” The guard looked almost wistful. “You just take care now, Alec. These boys know the woods are filled with grumpkins, don’t they?” 
 
    Abel put a hand on his forehead. Oh great… 
 
    Several of the boys hooted with laughter. But poor Thomas looked as if he might jump out of his skin. “Grumpkins!? There are monsters in the woods?” 
 
    “The woods are perfectly safe,” Alec assured the boys. “He’s just playing a joke on you.” 
 
    “Oh, no joke!” The guard’s face looked less serious than ever. “Grumpkins with big, sharp fangs! Love to eat little boys! Yum yum, gobble them up!” 
 
    Now more boys than just Thomas looked afraid. Alec might have a small-scale revolt on his hands. On the day he needed trouble the least. 
 
    “I want to go back!” Thomas whimpered, the beginnings of tears forming in the corners of his eyes. “I don’t want to get eaten by a grumpkin!” 
 
    “There’s no such thing—” Alec began, intending to chastise both the guard and the boys. Damn it, Master Abel wanted them gone before the Archmage arrived! If he came down from his tower and saw the boys shaking and sputtering, Alec would be on dish scrubbing duty until after he chose his Vocation! 
 
    A voice bellowed from outside the Temple. “Open the gate!” 
 
    Everyone froze. That was not a voice Alec recognized. From the look on the guard’s face, he’d never heard it before, either. 
 
    Through the crisscross slats that formed the portcullis of the Archon Temple’s gate, a messenger on a white horse approached. The man’s robes were made of fine silk, the deep green of a forest floor. A bow hung from his back, protruding from between the man’s shoulder blades as he rode for the gate. Long blonde hair reached almost all the way down to his waist, giving the messenger an almost girlish look. 
 
    Wait. Alec’s heart leapt into his throat. That wasn’t a man riding the white horse. 
 
    “An elf…” Alec whispered, his eyes going as wide as the Temple’s dinner plates. Behind him, the boys stilled into silence. Most of them were too young to remember Tanuin’s last visit, and they’d never seen Alec look like this before. 
 
    The guard reacted as if he’d been struck by a whip. “Open the gates!” the man roared. “At once!” 
 
    The guards hidden in the gate tugged at the massive crane, sliding the heavy crisscrossed wall of bars upward into the mass of the Archon Tower’s wall. The elf waited just beyond the gate until it was over his horse’s head, then rode right through. Alec’s heart fell—despite his first impression, this was not Tanuin. The elven ranger had not come back to the Tower after five years away—but some other elf had. What did that mean? 
 
    The guard bowed swiftly, following the Tower’s protocol. “Master Elf. You are very welcome in the House of the Archon. What business brings you to our Temple?” 
 
    A look of mirth filled the elf’s eyes as he scanned Alec and his boys. Alec colored with awkwardness, realizing he must look like a nursemaid taking a bunch of babes out for a walk. He certainly didn’t appear to be the sort of man who deserved to be taken seriously. 
 
    “I have an urgent message,” the rider said, pulling a cream-colored envelope from a pocket in his robes. “It needs to be delivered today.” 
 
    Something in the guard’s posture relaxed. “Ah, very good. For Master Matthias, then? Or perhaps this missive is for Archmage Diamondspear himself? You did say it had to be delivered today, and the Archmage has chosen this day to visit the Archon Temple…” 
 
    A strange smile flickered across the elf’s face. “No. This letter is for Alec.” 
 
    Alec’s jaw dropped open. The elf wanted to speak to him!? 
 
    The elf hopped down from his horse. His boots were leather, so much softer looking than anything produced by the artisans nearby. As he dismounted, he gave Alec a quick, respectful bow—as if Alec were someone who deserved to be bowed to. 
 
    How does he know who I am? Alec wondered. This messenger’s behavior seemed strange, indeed. 
 
    “I have the letter,” the elf said, “and this package.” The second item was in the horse’s saddlebags: a small, leather-wrapped package. The leather smelled faintly of some rich, elvish herb, and felt softer than the sheets Alec wrapped around his body each night. 
 
    It took several moments for the guard to recover enough to speak. He had to cough before he could, as if he’d had to knock something loose in his throat to let the words flow out. 
 
    “Master Elf,” he said, recovering slightly, “the hospitality of the Archon Temple is open to you. Although, as I’ve said, today is an auspicious day and the Temple elders likely cannot provide you with the reception you deserve. Will you be staying with us?” 
 
    The elf shook his head. “Better they didn’t know I was here,” he said, his face filled with that strange look as he climbed back onto his horse. “You take good care of those things, Alec. Bring them with you on your trip to the woods today.” 
 
    Alec’s shock deepened. How did he know that’s where I was going…? 
 
    Because you’re leading all the boys in the Temple, he chided himself. Where else would you be going? 
 
    Yet he hadn’t told the man his name. And the elf looked at him as if he knew him, as if he’d heard about him from…? 
 
    Tanuin, Alec thought, his hands beginning to shake. The ranger. He’s alive! These must be from him! 
 
    He longed to tear the seal off the envelope right then and there, to pore over its contents. But something told him to be cautious. He tucked the package away for the moment, holding the envelope in his trembling hands. 
 
    With another smart bow, the elvish rider took off into the woods. His horse’s hooves thundered like a hurricane, kicking up a spray of leaves and dust in the morning air as he raced away. The guard watched him go, completely poleaxed. The poor man looked as if he wasn’t sure whether to believe what he’d just seen. 
 
    “We’ll return tonight,” Alec assured the man, guiding the boys out of the gate. The guard watched them go without saying a word—Alec got the distinct impression he’d be shocked for some time. 
 
    Once the group had reached the treeline, far enough that they couldn’t be heard inside the Tower proper, the boys’ curiosity reached a fever pitch. “Open it!” they demanded, wanting to see what was in the package just as much as he did. “It must be from your ranger friend!” 
 
    First, Alec opened the envelope. The tremor he’d only just managed to banish from his hands returned with a vengeance as he took the fine, silky paper from the envelope and held it before him. Only elves made paper so fine. The handwriting was easy and unhurried, written in long, sloping cursive letters Alec recognized. 
 
    Tanuin’s handwriting. 
 
    Hello Alec, the ranger had written to him. It’s been a long time, and I dearly wish I were speaking these words to your face, rather than writing them in a letter. I miss our chats within the Archon Tower greatly. 
 
    “It’s Tanuin,” he whispered, exciting the boys into a frenzy. “He is alive! But then, why hasn’t he come back?” 
 
    The letter’s writer had clearly anticipated this. I’m sure you’ve heard rumors that I’ve died in the last five years, Tanuin wrote with his elvish humor. The monks have no doubt been telling you that I’m dead in a ditch somewhere with an orc’s dagger in my back, or perhaps that I’ve been eaten by a particularly fierce grumpkin. Their hopes, I fear, have been dashed. I am perfectly fine, and I remain your friend. Despite the years that separate us. 
 
    Were I able to, I would deliver this news, and this gift, to you myself. Alas, I am unable. The time is not right yet. Trust that I will meet you when you need me the most. As this letter meets you today—at least, I hope it has found you on the proper day. For you see, there is something the monks of the Archon Tower have failed to tell you. 
 
    Alec’s heart beat faster. A secret? What was it? 
 
    If this letter has arrived on the proper day, it should be four weeks exactly before the date you believe to be your birthday, Tanuin wrote. 
 
    It was. Wait—what did he mean, the date he ‘believed’ to be his birthday? 
 
    There’s no easy way to say this, Alec, Tanuin wrote. Your birthday is not four weeks from now. In truth, your eighteenth birthday is on the Tenth Sunday of Summer—which, if this letter has traveled through the proper channels, will be today. Happy birthday, by the way. 
 
    Alec’s confusion with every word he read. He supposed it was a shock to find his date of birth was four weeks away from what he’d always thought it was, but it didn’t make that much difference, did it? Surely nothing that required a secret letter to correct. He had less time to decide his Vocation, that was certain—but if he didn’t tell the monks, it would make no difference. Unless the monks already knew? 
 
    I think you will find today is a birthday unlike any you’ve had before. What that means exactly, I cannot say—only that before the day is through, it shall prove to be a momentous occasion. You must ensure you are prepared, which is where your gift comes in. If you haven’t opened it yet, go ahead and do so now. 
 
    Always the sort of man who followed instructions to the letter, Alec set the envelope away and pulled out the leather-bound package. It opened beneath his nails easily, the catches falling away as if they’d been designed just for his fingers. Within, he found something that made him—and all the boys—gasp. 
 
    A dagger lay within the leather pouch. One Alec would have recognized anywhere. 
 
    The boys let out appreciative oohs and aahs at the sight of the weapon. “Nice dagger,” Marcus said, clapping him on the shoulder. 
 
    Alec held it up, catching the light across its edge. “It belongs to Tanuin,” Alec said, shocked. “Belonged, I suppose. He’s given it to me. His long-bladed dagger… boys, Tanuin told me so many stories about this dagger!” 
 
    The boys crowded in closer. They loved nothing more than a good story. 
 
    “Tanuin slew many monsters with this weapon,” Alec explained, taking it in a back-handed stance and testing it against the air. “Wolves, lions, manticores—anything that threatened the good people of the forest. He baptized this steel in their blood.” 
 
    Although, looking at the dagger, it didn’t seem all that storied of a weapon. Far more likely Tanuin was pulling the leg of a young child—and making himself seem like more of a great hero than the elven ranger had truly proven himself to be. Still, it felt likely that the blade had brought down a beast or two. 
 
    “So he’s given it to you,” Marcus said. The child, bolder than most, had reached out to graze a finger along the edge of Tanuin’s dagger. “Is it a birthday present or something?” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Alec said. He tucked the letter into his robes and strapped the dagger to his belt, thinking deeply. What did it mean that his old friend had chosen today of all days to get back in contact with him? And what did he mean when he said today would be a ‘momentous occasion?’ 
 
    Alec had no idea. But he knew that whatever happened, it would have to wait until after forestcraft lessons. 
 
    “Come along then,” he said, hustling the boys into the woods. They’d loiter by the gates of the Temple all day if he’d let them. For a moment, his gaze lingered on the gatehouse, the thought of going back to the monks and asking about the letter and the strange dagger at the forefront of his mind. Master Abel wouldn’t be any help, but perhaps Master Matthias would know more? 
 
    He dismissed the thought. By now, Archmage Uriel Diamondspear would be within the Temple grounds, and Abel had been quite emphatic that neither hide nor hair of any of the boys be seen while the Archmage took his tour. He’d ask a friendly monk when he returned. 
 
    In short order, the boys made their way through the forest. Alec stayed at the head of the formation, with Marcus, the oldest boy, bringing up the rear. Every visit to the forest carried some degree of risk, though there hadn’t been a serious monster sighting in these parts for many years now. Alec didn’t like the thought of any of the boys wandering too far from sight, potentially getting hurt, but unfortunately he’d yet to find a way to have eyes in the back of his head. 
 
    He wished he did today, however. The forest felt… different somehow that Sunday morning. Less bright than usual, more filled with foreboding. Perhaps it’s just Tanuin’s letter, Alec thought to himself. I’ll put it out of my mind. There’s no sense in dwelling on it until we return. 
 
    Was it merely Tanuin’s strange letter giving him these feelings? Or did his mind seize on something else—some feeling in the air? 
 
    As he thought it, Marcus gave a whoop from the back of the pack. “We’re passing the Crypt, Alec!” he yelled, tossing a fist into the air. 
 
    As one, every boy in the formation turned. A cracked edifice of gray stone rose like a sleeping giant from a nearby hill. Vines twisted and curled around columns of marble, spreading leaves in bright, poisonous colors. A set of broken stairs led up into a doorway in the building, through which it was far too dark to see clearly. 
 
    Most of the boys shivered at the sight of the Crypt. Marcus, however, looked worryingly excited by it. The monks at the Archon Temple refused to answer questions about this strange building, despite the fact that it was so near it practically lay in the Temple’s shadow. Alec thought the building even looked a bit like the Temple, though he’d never said so out loud. 
 
    “The door’s open,” Marcus said, his voice tinged with wonder. 
 
    “The door’s always open,” another one of the boys said derisively. Alec noticed Thomas make a sign at the sight of the Crypt, then refused to look at it any longer. 
 
    “The Crypt is forbidden,” Alec said, not unkindly. “It’s very old, and in a state of total disrepair. You could hurt yourselves in there—or something could fall on your heads!” 
 
    Lacking guidance from the monks, he’d made up this excuse years ago. It mollified most of the boys, as they feared what might be inside. Still, Marcus looked as if he wanted to race up those stairs and see for himself. He paced in place, nibbling his bottom lip at the rectangle of darkness in the granite front. 
 
    Alec wished he didn’t understand as well as he did. Once, as a boy, he’d snuck out in the evening from the Temple grounds to visit the Crypt. His mind had buzzed with visions of what might be in there—the monks remained so tight-lipped about the whole thing. Did it hold treasure? Perhaps it was the resting place of the previous leaders of the Temple: being called the Crypt, that would make sense. Either way, Alec had wanted to know. 
 
    So as darkness fell over the forest, he’d made his way through that black gateway, torch in hand. He’d found a series of stairs just within the door, leading downwards so steeply that he nearly fell several times. 
 
    At the bottom of the stairs had been a large, ornate door, like nothing he’d ever seen. 
 
    He’d tried the door two or three times, his imagination filling with wondrous scenes of all the treasure that must be just behind it. He’d been just about to try fitting his fingers in the crack in the center of the door when something roared. 
 
    The wide door had opened a crack then, and something ghastly had been shifting in the darkness just beyond. Something that flowed like water—that moved in ways things should not move. 
 
    He’d run all the way back to the Temple. And for the rest of his young life, he’d given the Crypt a wide berth. No one had ever heard the story of his misadventure, and no one ever would. 
 
    And yet, Alec thought as he led the boys away, I recognize that look in Marcus’s eyes. He wants to see it for himself. He thinks there’s treasure or magic in there. He’s just like me. He’ll never be satisfied with the gray walls of the Temple. 
 
    Maybe that was true. And if so, perhaps it would be better for him to remain at the Temple. Here, he could protect the boys from harm. He could keep them from wandering into the Crypt, or doing a dozen other things that the monks kept forbidden. 
 
    These children were like his brothers. If anything happened to them, he’d… 
 
    Now that’s not the thought I want to replace Tanuin’s letter with, Alec chided himself. How’d I get so glum today, anyhow? 
 
    It certainly wasn’t the way a young man should behave on his birthday. 
 
    Putting on a smile he didn’t truly feel, Alec led the boys deeper into the forest. Away from the Crypt and its terrible memories. 
 
    He had no idea that before the night was out, he’d be stepping through its gate for the second time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A half-hour into their march, Alec judged the boys had walked far enough into the woods. “Halt,” he called, standing up on a rock next to the path and cupping his hands around his mouth. “Everyone take a break. Marcus, Bryan—work on getting a fire started. Everyone else, go ahead and eat some of your packed lunch if you’d like to get an early start on it.” 
 
    Now that they were far enough from the Temple to be free of the monks, an easy, light-hearted air penetrated the group. You would never have been able to tell the boys were orphans: they behaved like any gathering of school children on holiday. Before long, half the children were wolfing down their sandwiches from the cafeteria, while the rest played games of tag and monkey in the middle. 
 
    No hide-and-seek, though—not in the forest. One of Alec’s rules. 
 
    Marcus and Bryan gathered rocks and formed a circle next to the path. Some dry tinder and flint got the fire going, while some of the younger boys rolled a big log over to give them something to sit on. Before long, the children sat sweaty and satisfied, their games exchanged for food. 
 
    Alec nibbled the apple he’d brought with him, less hungry than he’d expected. “We’ll have less to do today,” he explained to the boys, “as Master Abel wants us out longer than usual.” 
 
    “It would have been nice to bring a ball or something to play with,” Mortimer said. The boy dreamed of playing in the King’s Cup one day, and no amount of explaining that ball players needed both their eyes in working condition could sway him from his ambition. 
 
    Shy Thomas shifted on the log, lifting his feet closer to the fire. “Tell us a story, Alec.” 
 
    Other boys chimed in. “Yes! A story!” 
 
    “Tell us about Ella and the Golden Necklace!” 
 
    “That story’s boring! Tell us about a war, a battle!” 
 
    “I want to hear the one about the three bears,” Thomas protested, to groans. Nursery stories were the boy’s favorite. 
 
    Alec cleared his throat. “How about the First Magus?” he asked. “A tale about the Archon?” 
 
    The boys fell silent. The corner of Alec’s mouth curled in a smirk, and he knew he had them in the palm of his hand. Everyone loves this story, he told himself. 
 
    “Long ago,” he began, swallowing the last of his apple, “when the Kingdoms of Men were so new the ink on their founding documents still had not dried, the Archon entered the world. The First Magus. One of the Gods, walking the mortal realm like a man!” 
 
    Every boy on the log leaned forward. Alec didn’t need to be a mind reader to know they all pictured him—they’d seen enough images of the Archon inside the Temple. A white-bearded man with splendid, flowing robes, the elements at his command. A big tapestry hung from the wall in the Temple’s vestibule, the Archon surrounded by representations of each of the elements. Flames. Waves. Storm clouds crackling with thunder. 
 
    “The Archon spoke the language of the Gods,” Alec explained. “A language that could rewrite reality itself. Whatever the Archon spoke into being became true. If he said a mountain turned into a volcano, it obediently erupted and showered the landscape with lava.” 
 
    “I bet everything didn’t obey him,” Marcus said, jostling the boy next to him with an elbow. “We don’t obey the monks, after all.” 
 
    Alec’s eyes narrowed. Marcus had grown even bolder than usual. 
 
    “Everyone loved the First Magus,” Alec said, his words taking on the didactic cadence of a well-learned lesson. “With the language of the Gods—the language of magic—he brought peace and order to the fledgling kingdoms of Men.” 
 
    “Get to the part about men trying to speak the words!” one of the boys cried. It was their favorite part—they loved gross things. 
 
    Alec pretended to sigh, but inside he laughed. He liked gross things a little bit, too. 
 
    “Many men tried to learn the language of the Gods by listening to the Archon,” Alec said, excitement filling his voice. To speak reality into being—what would that feel like? “And a few of them succeeded. But for a mortal to speak the language of the Gods is impossible. Those who tried found themselves ripped apart by the forces they tried to wield, burned to death or drowned or torn to shreds by lightning.” 
 
    There were many oohs and ahhs at this part. The boys loved the idea of carnage, as all young boys do. They hadn’t yet grown to the point where they understood the pain and loss such violence could bring. 
 
    “When the Archon realized this, he was very sad,” Alec said, provoking looks of sympathy in the boys. Privately, he very much doubted the Archon had ever been sad about anything. How could a being as powerful as he was feel anything for people at all? They’d be like ants to him—even lower than ants. “He realized he could not trust the language of the Gods to the mouths of men. They could not speak magic without harming themselves! He pondered for a very long time how to solve this conundrum.” 
 
    One of the boys yawned. They knew this bit, of course. It underscored every aspect of the world. 
 
    “So the Archon crafted special grimoires, blessed with his divinity. With the words tucked inside the books, they were safe. Mortals could read them without harming themselves, though they could never truly understand the words they spoke. Then the Archon chose the most virtuous families to bestow these grimoires on in a special ceremony, and these families became the leaders of their respective races. Grimoires were given to the elves, the dwarves, and to man—” 
 
    “How did the Archon decide which families to give the grimoires to?” Thomas asked. 
 
    “Hellfire,” a boy said, grinning. “I wish he’d give one to me!” 
 
    Near the back of the log, Marcus snickered. “He should have skipped over the elves, if you ask me. Don’t get me wrong, Alec—I’m sure your friend Tanuin is nice enough. He gave you a sweet dagger and all! But I’ve never met an elf who didn’t walk around like he had a stick up his bum.” 
 
    “That could describe most of the monks, too,” Alec said before he could stop himself. 
 
    For a moment, the boys were shocked into silence. Then they doubled over with laughter, filling the forest with mirth. 
 
    “Well, it’s true,” Alec said, cracking a smile himself. The sense of foreboding he’d felt since entering the forest had finally begun to fade. “Don’t any of you dare tell Master Abel I said that, though. I’ll deny it, lest I end up cleaning toilets for a month…” 
 
    “Your secret’s safe with us,” Marcus said with a broad smile. Yet there was something in the boy’s gaze that made Alec shiver. He wants to go to the Crypt, he thought, a chilly wind blowing the fire to one side of the pit, then the other. 
 
    He opened his mouth to tell Marcus he knew the boy’s thoughts. A warning formed on his lips, rising from his throat to forbid the youth from going anywhere near that blasted, ivy-covered stone. The memory of something shifting in the darkness filled his mind. 
 
    Then a boy cried out in alarm. “Alec, look! Your dagger!” 
 
    He glanced down. Tanuin’s dagger remained clenched firmly in its leather sheath, strapped as it was to Alec’s side. That hadn’t changed. The weapon remained at the ready, easy enough to draw should an animal decide to try and curl up by their fire. 
 
    But the metal had begun to glow. A pale amber aura flowed from the steel, bathing Alec’s waist and leg in ghostly light. 
 
    Alec stared down at the glowing metal, his jaw dropping nearly to the forest floor. All around him the boys had gone silent, the only noise in the clearing the cracking and popping of the fire. 
 
    “What…” Alec drew the dagger from its sheath, “is this?” 
 
    “It’s magic,” one of the boys whispered. “Like you were telling us about the Archon!” 
 
    A chill traveled down Alec’s spine. Though the day grew nearer to noon, the sun rising higher in the sky, it felt as if the temperature had dropped suddenly within the forest. The boys snuggled closer together for warmth, the wind kicking up through the trees. 
 
    “Maybe not the Archon,” he said after a few moments. He tucked the knife back into the leather, leaving it at his belt. “Some elven affectation, maybe. Perhaps it lights up to warn a ranger when a storm is drawing near.” 
 
    “Or a monster!” Thomas cried, more fearful than the other boys. Though none of them voiced it, he could tell similar thoughts stewed within their brains. 
 
    “There are no monsters in the woods surrounding the Archon Temple,” Alec assured them all. “And if there were, I would protect you. You understand? You have nothing to be afraid of out here.” 
 
    Thomas wasn’t convinced. “I want to go back!” 
 
    Alec sighed, covering his forehead with a hand. Tanuin, why didn’t you warn me about your blade? If the elven ranger had just told him ahead of time that the dagger glowed for some unspecified reason, he could have warned the boys. Now the poor things were halfway scared out of their wits. 
 
    Why did the blade glow? Tanuin’s words about today being a ‘momentous occasion’ filled his mind, and he pursed his lips in thought for several moments. Why did strange things have to start happening today, of all days? 
 
    “You haven’t finished your story yet.” 
 
    Alec looked up sharply. Of course it would be Marcus who bid him to continue. The tale of the First Magus and the bringing of magic into the world was an old story—the boys had heard it many times from the monks, as Alec had as well. The first half of it was noble, filled with virtuous leaders and dangerous words tamed to man’s will. The second half… 
 
    Alec swallowed. He shouldn’t have continued speaking. Had he any wits in his head, he’d have marched the boys back through the forest to the Archon Tower, despite Master Abel’s displeasure. But it felt as if something compelled him that afternoon. Something deep and primal, that spoke in words that required no voice to pronounce. 
 
    “After his task was complete,” Alec said, settling back on the log, “the Archon left the world. Where he disappeared to, no one really knows. Some say he ascended back to the realm from which he came—a kingdom of perfect light and gold, where there’s neither hunger nor want. Some say he traveled to a new land, to bestow magic upon the races there. Either way, no one ever saw the First Magus again.” He swallowed hard, a lump in his throat. “But we saw his kin.” 
 
    The boys were very quiet now. To Alec’s surprise, it was Thomas who spoke first. “The Traitor Gods?” 
 
    Alec nodded. “The Traitor Gods. When the Archon left our world, they entered it—slowly at first, until an entire group threatened our world. Some say the Traitor Gods were beautiful, more perfect and holy than the Archon himself.” Several boys shuddered. “But what they brought was only darkness.” 
 
    One of the boys let out a pitiable moan. “The Traitor Gods,” he said, shaking his head back and forth as if one of them had just walked into the clearing. “When I was young, Master Abel told me if I didn’t keep my room clean, one of the Traitors would slip under my bed and drag me to their dark realm!” 
 
    “Master Abel says many things,” Alec said, pulling the boys back from the brink. He’d told this story many times, and although they always got a little wide-eyed and worried at this part of the tale, he’d never seen them like this before. Perhaps he should reign it in just a touch. “The Traitor Gods are gone, Bartholomew. They can’t hide under your bed because they no longer exist.” 
 
    “Did the Archon stop them?” Thomas asked. 
 
    Alec hesitated just a touch. “Yes, of course,” he said. “The Archon would never let monsters like the Traitor Gods wage war on humankind.” 
 
    The boys relaxed. If only they knew the truth! Even Alec’s story wasn’t the half of it. He’d received the whole history, in painstaking detail, during one of Master Matthias’s many lectures. How the Traitor Gods had tried, just like the Archon before them, to teach their favored races to speak the language of magic. Only instead of men and Elves and dwarves, the Traitor Gods rose monstrous creatures from the Earth—the Shadow Races. Orcs, Dark Elves, the Reavers. Such creatures never ventured anywhere near the Archon Tower, the First Magus be praised, but the King’s Army and the Expeditionary Force ran into them all the time. 
 
    Like the Archon, the Traitor Gods gave the Shadow Races grimoires. Only while the Archon’s texts gave man the power to control the elements, gave elves their agelessness, and dwarves the tools to form great chasms beneath their mountains, the Shadow Races’ grimoires did dreadful things. They could bind demons to their will, twist and corrupt the minds of men… Alec had even heard tales of men brought back to life on the battlefield, resurrected as skeleton warriors or zombies to serve the Shadow. 
 
    Necromancy, he thought with a shudder. Such terrible magic. 
 
     “Um, Alec?” Mortimer leaned forward, his hand on Alec’s thigh. “Your dagger… it’s really glowing.” 
 
    Alec gasped. While he’d been speaking of the Traitor Gods, the dagger at his side had begun to glow brighter and brighter. It was as if a torch lay against his thigh, bathing the clearing in a piercing white light. The dagger seemed to sense the content of the story—and didn’t like it. 
 
    No. Something else was happening. 
 
    The children’s fear grew. Even a scary story shouldn’t have whipped them up like this. A black cloud blotted out the sun, casting the forest floor in dappled shadow that made it hard to see much further than the treeline. Boys cried out, hugging each other and whimpering for parents they’d never see again. 
 
    As the closest thing they had to a guardian, Alec had to take action. Something very strange is going on here, he realized, standing up from the hollow log. It felt as if a presence stalked the clearing—an aura of malevolence. Alec became certain they were being watched. 
 
    He drew the dagger. The hilt felt good in his hand, and the feeling of dread lifted a fraction. The blade vibrated faintly against his palm, moving evenly back and forth like a bell. It seemed almost alive in his hand, truly enchanted. Had Tanuin found some elven Mage willing to weave an enchantment in the steel? 
 
    “A...Alec,” Thomas panted. Snot dripped from the boy’s nostril, and Alec suddenly realized just how young the youngest of the boys were. “I’m scared! I wanna...I wanna go home!” 
 
    I’m scared, too, he wanted to say, but he didn’t dare. Instead he gave the boys a brave smile, tucking the dagger into his belt. 
 
    “We are going home,” he told them, feeling more certain of himself with every word. It could very well have just been a strange, foreboding feeling—nothing more than that—but the forest felt distinctly… hostile that afternoon. Alec would much rather face Master Abel’s irritation than come face to face with whatever caused the dagger to glow so brightly. 
 
    “You mean it?” Thomas asked. One of the other boys stuck out their tongue at the display, but most of the children looked almost as frightened as Thomas did. “We’re supposed to stay out until sundown.” 
 
    “You let me worry about that,” Alec said. “I need to get back, anyway—someone needs to tell Master Matthias about Tanuin’s letter. I really should have done that before I left.” 
 
    The excuse calmed the children down. Alec knew it wouldn’t mollify Master Abel, but then again, nothing ever seemed to penetrate the ancient monk’s prickly hide. He’d gladly weather that storm in order to see the boys home safe. Making a mental note to keep them away from Archmage Diamondspear once they arrived at the Archon Temple, he brushed off his legs and bid the children stand up. 
 
    “Everyone stick close together, just to be safe,” he told the boys. “The woods are a bit darker than usual because of the weather. As long as we stay in sight of each other, no one will get lost. Thomas.” 
 
    The boy was trying—and failing—to stop his sniffles. “Yes?” 
 
    “Why don’t you stay up front with me? I'll keep you close.” 
 
    A smile spread across the boy’s face. “Thanks, Alec!” 
 
    He found himself matching the boy’s expression. “The rest of you stay close behind me. Marcus will bring up the rear, as always.” Now that he thought about it, it felt strange that Marcus hadn’t had some cutting remark about the sudden retreat back to the Temple. Was he a little more scared than he let on, perhaps? 
 
    Where was Marcus? 
 
    Alec looked around. “Mortimer, where’s Marcus?” 
 
    The one-eyed boy turned a small circle, pointing at each of the exits to the clearing. “I don’t know. He was here a few minutes ago. He disappeared. Right when you started talking about the Traitor Gods.” 
 
    A bolt shot through Alec’s body. Right when Tanuin’s dagger began to shimmer. Damn it, was the elf trying to warn me!? 
 
    “He can’t have gone far,” one of the boys said. “He’s probably taking a piss in the woods…” 
 
    If it were any other day, Alec would have assumed the same thing. He did a quick head count, making sure none of the other boys were missing. All of them were quickly accounted for. None missing—save for Marcus. 
 
    Who’d had a look in his damned eyes about that Crypt all morning. Why didn’t I pay closer attention? 
 
    “Boys, stick close to me,” Alec said, gathering them around. “We’re going to be moving a little faster than usual. We’ve got to catch up with Marcus before he gets where he’s going.” 
 
    Mortimer gave a start. “Where’s he going?” 
 
    Alec sighed. “The Crypt.” 
 
    The boys looked as if a monster had climbed down from the trees and stood in front of them. “He’s gone in there?” 
 
    “Not yet he hasn’t,” Alec said firmly. “Come on—we need to catch up to him. I’m not letting him get inside the Crypt.” 
 
    As the boys began to run, Thomas clutched his hand. “What happens if Marcus goes inside the Crypt, Alec?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Alec muttered. And I hope to the Gods I don’t have to find out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With the children just behind him, Alec raced as quickly as he could to the Crypt. Whatever strange sense of doom had filled the forest while they sat around the fire had fled. The sun broke through the clouds, bathing the forest in an ambience so cozy it was almost absurd. But the ice refused to melt around Alec’s heart. 
 
    I have to make it to the Crypt, he told himself, pumping his legs faster. The children struggled to keep up with him, tripping over each other as they tried not to fall behind. Normally he’d never have treated them like this, but all he could think about was that thing behind the door, flowing and roaring like a hungry lion. If Marcus made it down the stairs, and to that strange door… 
 
    The Crypt shouldn’t have been able to sneak up on him, yet it did. He burst from the trees, the tips of his boots nearly touching the bottom step leading to the building’s only entrance. Thick strands of ivy covered most of the rectangle, forming a gateway to passage. 
 
    The vines had clearly been pulled back only moments ago. Some of them still swayed faintly against the stone. 
 
    “Damn it!” Alec swore—the first time he’d ever done so in front of the boys. “All of you stay here. I’m going in after him.” 
 
    “No, don’t!” Thomas clutched at his shirt, his sniffles threatening to turn into sobs. “Don’t leave us!” 
 
    “I’m not leaving anyone,” Alec assured them. “Least of all Marcus. Mortimer—you’re in charge. Keep an eye on the boys, make sure no one goes anywhere. If I’m not back in twenty minutes, all of you go back to the Archon Temple, and stick together.” 
 
    “We’re not going anywhere,” Mortimer protested. “Walk the woods alone?” 
 
    Alec didn’t have time to fight. “Fine,” he said, making his way up the stairs. “Thomas, I promise you, I’ll be right back. Be brave for me, okay?” 
 
    To his great surprise, the boy did. He banished his tears, giving Alec the look of a fierce little lion. “I’ll make sure none of the boys sneak off either,” he said, standing up like a soldier. 
 
    Alec’s heart nearly broke in two. He gave the boy a pat on the head and headed down the stairs. 
 
    The entranceway was as dark as a basement cellar. Grateful for the light, Alec drew Tanuin’s dagger from his belt, allowing the strange illumination to cast deep shadows on the rock walls. The stairs were just as he remembered them, steep and trending directly downward. Footprints showed in the dust, the size and shape of Marcus’s. 
 
    “Marcus!” Alec cupped a hand around his mouth as he made his way down the steps. “Come back up, son! Listen to me, it’s very dangerous down here! Just come back up to me and I promise you won’t be in trouble! I won’t tell the monks anything!” 
 
    As he descended the narrow staircase, the fear Alec had felt as a young boy returned with a vengeance. Back then, he’d been only worried for himself—now he feared for one of his charges. The thought of Marcus lying helpless before whatever lay beyond that door filled him with dread. He took the stairs two at a time, practically leaping down them. 
 
    “Marcus!” His voice shook, though he tried his best to hide it. “Please!” 
 
    He trailed off. His feet froze to the steps, the noise coming from below enough to turn the blood in his veins to ice. It wasn’t the roar he’d heard all those years ago. The guttural growl of an unfathomable, monstrous beast. That he might have been able to understand. 
 
    Something at the bottom of the stairs sang. With a woman’s voice. 
 
    Alec reached the final step, his heart hammering against his ribcage. The ornate door stood at the bottom, just as he remembered it—but now it was wide open. The space behind it was not the dank, horrifying darkness he remembered. Torches lit the walls, hanging from sconces at intervals as if a monk had been given the task of keeping the place illuminated. A thick tapestry covered the floor, ornate symbols weaved into its fabric that made Alec’s eyes hurt to look at too closely. 
 
    At the back of the room stood a woman. Or what Alec thought was a woman, at least—it was hard to tell. She had her back to Alec, singing gently in a voice that sounded almost sweet. The walls caused the song to echo, filling the stairwell with the ghostly tune. Though Alec thought he heard something discordant in the song— like a single flat note, right before the melody resolved to the root. 
 
    She wore a sheer white dress that did very little to hide her figure. Alec realized abruptly that this was indeed a woman—of a kind he’d rarely had the opportunity to see. As if she’d read his mind, she took that moment to turn. Alec’s heart skipped a beat. The woman was almost painfully beautiful, with long golden hair and high cheekbones. The face of an angel. 
 
    The woman held Marcus in her arms. The boy looked as if he were almost asleep—but Marcus had never looked that cherubic, either asleep or awake. His nostrils twitched, confirming he was alive, but the thought that he’d simply curled up in this woman’s arms of his own free will seemed too absurd to be true. 
 
    The woman smiled. “Hello, young man,” she said, and there was something in her voice that made Alec’s skin crawl. “Does this belong to you?” 
 
    The dagger flashed in Alec’s hand. He’d never counted himself the bravest of the men who served at the Archon Temple, but in that moment he simply didn’t have time for fear. Marcus was in danger, one of his charges was in danger, and if that meant he had to fight his way out of this horrible place, then that’s exactly what he’d do to protect the boy. 
 
    “What have you done to him, witch?” Alec asked. “Release him and we’ll leave. He never meant to intrude upon you, I swear.” 
 
    A strange smile spread across the woman’s face. It seemed almost too wide for her features. “No intrusion at all, Alec,” she said, as if Alec had apologized for being early to a party. “I’ve merely given the boy rest. Rest from this world and all its petty cruelties.” The smile widened even further. “You would know more about that than most, wouldn’t you, child?” 
 
    “I never told you my name,” he said, taking a step toward the strange woman. “How do you know me?” 
 
    The woman shrugged. “I know everything about you, child. Your past, your present… your future. You were meant for so much more, yet you’ve already wasted so much of your short life within the Archon Temple’s walls. Would you like to know your future?” 
 
    Alec shuddered. “Let him go.” 
 
    A tinkling laugh escaped the woman’s lips. It wasn’t remotely human. “If you stay in the Temple, you’ll die an old man,” she said, chuckling cruelly. “Though unfulfilled—in so many ways. If you join the Expeditionary Force, as you’ve fantasized about so many times, you’ll die at the hands of a Reaver.” She let out a sniff. “A pity those are the only options I see. You could have been something useful.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Alec asked. “What are you?” 
 
    “When you look at a faraway hill in the distance,” she whispered, cocking her head to the side, “I am what’s beyond it. When you look deep into the ocean, as far as human eyes can see—I wait just beyond the border of your perception.” She giggled in a way that was almost girlish. “I am Death, young man. And I have been with you since the moment you were born.” 
 
    With that, she began to sing. 
 
    The haunting lullaby filled the chamber, bouncing off the wall and redoubling as the creature made a sound that was anything but joyful. For a moment, Alec’s heart hurt from the beauty of it—then more of those broken, discordant notes joined the melody. A deep, sinister tone entered the song, warping it into something twisted and evil. 
 
    The woman’s smile dissolved, along with the rest of her beautiful disguise. What lay beneath was the angular, vicious face of an apex predator. Her teeth glistened like knives in the torchlight. 
 
    “Come here!” she shrieked, her voice going banshee-shrill in an instant. She didn’t launch herself at Alec or assume a battle stance—she simply fell, as if gravity had reversed and Alec’s body was the floor. Nothing in the world moved like that. 
 
    The dagger fell from Alec’s nerveless fingers as the women’s shriek rattled his skull. He had just enough time to see Marcus roll to the floor, stirring, before the creature slammed into him. The room shifted around him as he flopped onto his back, going down in a heap. 
 
    The monster—for it had never been a beautiful woman, not truly—stared down at him, her nails elongating like daggers. Those sharp fangs flashed in her face, her eyes pointing in the opposite direction like a deer’s. She lifted her hands to skewer him, her long tongue lolling from her drooling mouth. 
 
    Somehow he found the dagger. No one was more surprised than Alec as he lifted it to parry, catching the demon’s swipe on the downswing. Anger flared in its inhuman face. 
 
    “Eat you,” the creature hissed. It sounded half-demon, half-witch. “Eat you up!” 
 
    Her jaws snapped just in front of his face, going in for the kill. Then, suddenly, they paused. The creature twisted, a savage grin spreading across its inhuman features. Marcus crawled across the floor, desperately trying to reach the stairs. 
 
    “You will not leave me, child,” the monster snarled. It left a gash in Alec’s arm as it sprang from on top of him, like a startled cat. Its nails clicked against the stone as it crawled towards Marcus on all fours, moving much faster than the still-befuddled child. Marcus wouldn’t make it more than a third of the way up the stairs before the creature pounced. 
 
    “No!” he shrieked. The word bubbled up from deep inside of him; as he spoke it, the torches flickered. “Leave him alone!” 
 
    The creature paused for a moment, turning around with fear in its face. Then it dismissed the emotion, licking its jaws as it crawled towards Marcus. 
 
    “I said…!” Marcus lifted an arm. Something screamed inside of him; something that had always been there, waiting for a moment like this. “Leave! Him! ALONE!” 
 
    The torches blazed to life like miniature bonfires—and leapt out of their sconces. 
 
    Inches away from Marcus, the monster turned completely around. Reflections of the flames danced in its disbelieving eyes. 
 
    “That isn’t possible!” the creature roared. “Only the Archon…!” 
 
    The flames poured into Alec’s body. It felt like they seared his insides, yet they passed without leaving a scratch. They burned brighter and brighter, enough to blind, but Alec no longer felt them. 
 
    He only felt peace. 
 
    And the flames. 
 
    He was the flames. 
 
    The flames were him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alec reached outward, pushing with mental muscles he’d never flexed before. The flames exploded from his fingers, racing across the floor like a living thing. Like a part of his own body, sent out in the manner of a sorcerer’s familiar. 
 
    The wave struck the monster in the back. She howled with pain and rage, turning away from the prone form of Marcus slumped against the stairs. Alec’s triumph at distracting the demon from the boy dissolved as she charged, intent on killing him before he could do whatever he’d just done a second time. 
 
    Halfway across the chamber she jumped, tendrils of smoke rising from her back as her claws extended. Alec felt the stone, grasping blindly, and found the hilt of Tanuin’s dagger waiting for him. The blade reacted as if it had moved itself to the right spot, blazing with a pure white light in his fingers. 
 
    The monster flinched before the light, giving Alec just enough time to raise the dagger. The jump that should have launched the monster on top of him instead carried it a pace or two in front of him, and before he knew what he was doing, he leapt forward and struck. The blade flashed in his hands again and again, stabbing the beast. He barely felt the steel sink into flesh; the blade remained supernaturally sharp. 
 
    The monster screamed with each stab, but its cries grew less intense as Alec continued thrusting with a desperate madness. Finally, the creature's screaming ceased, and  its  eyes rolled back in its head. For a moment, only the whites showed, and Alec became certain the creature was about to lose consciousness. It slumped to the side as the dagger sunk into its chest, buried all the way to the hilt. 
 
    Twisted fingers wrapped around his own as he pulled back for another strike. The monster recovered smoothly, holding him tight. Struggle as he might, he found he could not escape. The creature’s arms were as tight as iron bands, constricting around him like a snake. 
 
    “Just a taste,” the demon hissed, drool trickling from its jaws. Without a moment’s hesitation, it sank its fangs into the meat of his shoulder. Pain flared up and down Alec’s side, along with a curious warmness that grew more intense with each passing moment. Poison of some kind? 
 
    The monster’s neck wrenched backwards, tearing out a chunk of Alec’s flesh. He felt faint and dizzy at the sight of blood streaming from the beast’s jaws. The blade sunk from his nerveless fingers, clattering against the stone. Tanuin’s gift hadn’t helped—the monster shrugged off his strikes, despite the fact that he’d riddled it with a pincushion’s number of deep stabs. 
 
    A normal creature would have been killed long ago. But the monster that resided in the Crypt was no ordinary beast. 
 
    The monster spit out a mouthful of his flesh, licking its chops.  
 
    “Delicious!” it groaned, snapping those sharp fangs right in front of Alec’s face. “You taste different than the others, boy! Must be that wonderful gift of yours!” 
 
    Gift?  
 
    Thinking quickly, Alec reached for that strange sensation he’d felt while watching the demon advance on Marcus. The whole thing already felt as if it had happened to someone else. Someone braver and more powerful than a boy who’s eighteenth birthday was today. Try as he might, he couldn’t summon a second wave of those strange, unearthly flames. 
 
    The beast felt him struggle. Could it tell how helpless he was? From the low, throaty chuckle erupting from its throat, he sensed it could.  
 
    “You did something truly special, young man,” the monster giggled, running its tongue down his cheek. “Too bad you’ll never get the chance to learn what it was—” 
 
    The monster’s head shot to the side, its expression filled with pain. A moment later, Alec realized what had caused it. Marcus stood at the bottom of the stairs, one of the stones littering the floor in his small hands. He’d thrown another one at the monster, hitting it in the back of the head. 
 
    “Put him down!” Marcus yelled, tossing another rock. This one went wide, shattering against the Crypt wall. 
 
    “Oh, is that what you want?” The creature’s banshee features stretched to inhuman proportions. “Very well!” 
 
    Alec felt himself dropped like a sack of potatoes. The beast leaned down low, its tongue grazing his ear. “You watch,” the dreadful woman hissed. “I’ll eat him first, then I’ll come back and finish you off. I’ve already had a taste, after all…” 
 
    No! Sweat broke out on Alec’s forehead. Something felt truly wrong within him—the wound the demon tore from his shoulder ached and burned, and his body had begun to shiver. He felt feverish, barely able to think, yet as the beast turned to face Marcus, he found his dagger on the ground and lifted it. It could have been a trick of the light, but the weapon’s amber glow seemed to have deepened into the verdant green of the forest floor. 
 
    The color made him think of Tanuin. 
 
    “Die!” Alec shrieked, leaping onto the creature’s back. It hadn’t expected this—belatedly, Alec realized his wound was so bad he shouldn’t have been able to move, much less attack. Yet attack he did! He plunged the dagger into the creature’s back. Green light poured from the blade, spilling from a dozen cracks in the monster’s back. 
 
    “You brat!” The creature’s claws raked him, shallow cuts opening across his chest. It moved like someone trying idly to scratch its back, unable to get any leverage on him from that angle. “How did you get a thing like that!?” 
 
    Alec didn’t stop to question. He plunged the blade in again and again, ignoring the feverish pain in his shoulder and the stinging cuts across his body. Maybe Marcus had bolted, seeing this as an opportunity to escape and racing up the stairs. Alec hoped he had. He prayed to the Archon that Marcus was reaching the other boys, getting them safely back to the Archon Temple. 
 
    Because the beast had turned, and blood was in its eyes. It screamed murder at Alec, ripping out the dagger and tossing it aside like a child’s toy. Its hands came down on his shoulders, the long talons of its claws sinking into the torn flesh of his arm. He screamed in pain, fear, and despair. The beast had him. 
 
    He was dead. 
 
    And then things stopped making sense. 
 
    Suddenly the Crypt was brighter than midday. Alec’s feet left the floor as the demon soared into the air, as if gravity was suddenly reversed. As it happened, the beast’s eyes bugged out of her head, a scream of such horror tearing from her throat that Alec had to throw his hands over his ears. He landed back on the floor with a crunching sound, his ankle giving out beneath him. 
 
    He could no longer move—but that no longer mattered. The demon jerked like a spasmodic puppet in midair, pulled on invisible strings. Tendrils of light wrapped around its arms and legs, then tugged with grim, irresistible power. 
 
    Her limbs ripped from their sockets. Warm blood sprayed across Alec’s face as the demon’s arms slammed into the nearby wall, crunching like chicken bones. Then her torso exploded, spraying blood and entrails all over the walls of the Crypt. Light poured from every pore of her skin as it dissolved, as if something had consumed her from the inside out. 
 
    Alec couldn’t believe his eyes. For a few moments, he refused to believe. This all seemed too much like a hallucination—a vision brought on by whatever poison coated the monster’s fangs. The torches on the wall sputtered out, casting the room into a cool, pleasant darkness. 
 
    Alec hung his head. Sleep tugged at him—the kind of sleep from which a man would never waken. 
 
    Then light rolled over his skin, and his pain eased. 
 
    It came slowly at first, like someone slipping into a warm bath. The stinging pains across his skin faded, the deep hurt in his shoulder going prickly, like his hand when he slept on it, before disappearing completely. Even the blood that covered his body disappeared, as if one of the attendants at the Archon Temple had given him a thorough washing. 
 
    He managed to sit up. Marcus no longer stood at the bottom of the stairs—just as he hoped, the boy had fled. Gods bless him, Alec thought. I hope he doesn’t beat himself up for being a coward. It was the sensible thing to do… 
 
    Two figures descended the stairs, casting a brilliant light with their presence. 
 
    One of them was familiar to Alec. But the second was a man he’d never seen before. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Master Abel wiped his mouth with the back of his fist, his retching finally ceased. “Good gods!” the man grunted, his face pale as he surveyed the carnage surrounding him. “Oh, I think I’m going to be sick again!” 
 
    Alec didn’t blame Master Abel one bit. Though he’d had his share of fantasies about revenge on the too-strict monk, the sight of him trembling before the entrail-covered walls filled him with nothing but sympathy. Had Alec had his wits about him, he’d probably have been retching up lunch as well. 
 
     As Abel went down on his hands and knees, panting against the stone, the second man strode forward. He glowed with the same pale light as Tanuin’s dagger, turning the dank Crypt into a well-lit chamber by sheer force of will. Though he stood in filth, his robes were soft and fine, the sort of clothes Alec associated with nobility and the men who came to visit Master Matthias on occasion. His face held the sharp angles and bold lines of a statue, yet there was a gentle smile beneath his kind, wise eyes. A short-cropped beard hung beneath his chin, mostly white with a few patches of gray. 
 
    “Well, that was a little more gruesome than I intended,” the man said, extending a hand to Alec. “My apologies, young man. Though I doubt you’ll hold it against me—another few moments and the hag would have torn you to pieces.” 
 
    Alec took the man’s hand and rose. His palm felt blessedly cool after the poisonous warmth of the hag’s bite. “Thank you,” he managed, finding speech difficult. “Marcus, is he…?” 
 
    The man glanced back at the stairwell. “Is Marcus the other boy who was down here with you?” 
 
    Alec nodded. Just the motion made his vision swim. He swayed unsteadily on his feet. “I followed him down into the Crypt. There’s danger down here.” 
 
    The man laughed loud and long. “I’ll say! Though it’s certainly a safer place now. That hag must have been down here a good while without a bite to eat, for her to be bold enough to attack two wards of the Archon Temple. Hunger makes creatures of the Shadow Realm do strange things.” He glanced derisively at a chunk of gore on the wall. “She was only a few moments away from satisfying those hungers, it seems—in the most gruesome way possible. You were both lucky to still be in the shadow of the Temple.” 
 
    Relief flooded Alec. “He’s okay,” he said, slumping against the newcomer. “I was so worried.” 
 
    The man tensed, then his hand pulled back the sleeve of Alec’s robe. The spot where the hag had bitten him had not quite healed, and something black pulsed beneath the surface of the bite. As Alec stared at the wound, he fancied he could see tiny black veins spreading inside the meat of his shoulder. Like a spider’s web, he thought, the idea bringing a wave of heated delirium. 
 
    “That looks rather bad,” the man said, a touch of worry in his ancient eyes. “It’s been quite a while since I’ve seen this particular poison, young man. You must have done something to greatly anger that hag.” 
 
    Alec’s fingers grazed the wound. “It’s getting worse,” he said, sweat trickling down his forehead. “It’s...it’s hot…” 
 
    “I’ve got you,” the man said. He lowered Alec to a sitting position on the stones, doing something with his fingers. “Don’t worry about a thing. Tell me, though—how did you defend the boy from the hag? I see the dagger lying there next to you. Fine elven work, but far from sufficient to stop a creature of her power.” 
 
    “My...my insides,” Alec said, staring at the ceiling. Light poured from the man’s fingers. At first, the pain increased, then it went all tingly like it had the first time. “I did something. I burned my insides.” He gestured weakly at the snuffed out torches. “Absorbed the fire.” 
 
    The man harrumphed. If the prospect of getting his fine robes dirty helping Alec bothered him, he didn’t show it. “Absorbed the fire, eh? Can’t say I’ve ever heard of that happening before. But we live in interesting times, it’s true. No, don’t get up—the healing isn’t quite finished. This is quite a pernicious little bite. Would’ve spread through your entire body in time. Turned you into a creature much like the one you just fought.” 
 
    The idea filled Alec with panic. “Like her?” 
 
    “Shhh,” the man said, his mustache bristling as he smiled. “That won’t happen. Just relax. I’m almost done.” 
 
    A sense of peace spread over Alec. The light soothed more than just the wound in his shoulder—though just that would have been enough for him to jump up and cheer. The horrible feeling of his insides being burnt began to fade, like the last remnants of a nightmare. By the time the man’s fingers retreated from his shoulder, Alec felt well enough to take the children for a hike in the woods all over again. 
 
    “That’s much better,” the man said, glancing back at Master Abel.  
 
    The wizened monk had finished retching, and was busy rinsing his mouth out with water from a bag tied to his belt.  
 
    The bearded man looked back at Alec, dropping his voice so that only the two of them could hear. “Now that that’s all out of the way, tell me—was it you or the other boy who did the magic?” 
 
    Magic? The word reached Alec’s ears, but refused to sink into his brain. “Sir, I don’t know what you mean! I don’t know anything about magic!” 
 
    “Magic?” Abel spit a mouthful of water onto the stones, making his way over on unsteady feet. “What are you talking about, Master Diamondspear?” 
 
    Alec gasped. “Diamondspear!? Uriel Diamondspear!?” 
 
    The man seemed tickled that Alec hadn’t recognized him. “Why, of course,” he said, smiling kindly. “Who else do you think would have felt that hag using her power and come here to destroy it?” 
 
    Archmage Uriel Diamondspear. One of the most powerful magic users in the world—some would say the most powerful—stood before him. He’d saved him and Marcus from the hag. 
 
    It was a struggle not to laugh. Master Abel had sent him and the other boys into the forest to keep them away from Archmage Diamondspear. And now he was here! 
 
    “I felt the aura of magic before entering the Crypt,” Archmage Diamondspear said, looking mildly at Master Abel. 
 
    Abel’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. “It must have been something the hag did just as you arrived,” he protested. “Or an old ward placed here for protection years ago. Neither of these boys are noble-born. And besides, where would they have gotten a tome from which to learn spells?” 
 
    Archmage Diamondspear shrugged off the question. “The other boy, the one who fled while Alec fought the hag. Bring him down here, please.” 
 
    Alec had never seen Master Abel take orders from anyone before. He’d expected to take some pleasure in it, but the overall effect was so surreal he found himself wishing he’d never see it again. As the wizened man ascended the stairs, calling out for Marcus, Alec’s thoughts swam. 
 
    Had he truly used magic? What could that possibly mean? He wasn’t sure what he’d done while facing down the hag, exactly—only that he’d felt something inside of himself, some potential. When Marcus’s life had been threatened, that power coursed through him, filling him with knowledge he’d never dared reach for. But magic? 
 
    It can’t be, Alec told himself. I’m not noble-born! If I was, I’d be a ward of one of the houses of nobility—even if my parents had died, they wouldn’t let me wind up in a place like the Archon Temple. Would they? 
 
    Such a thing seemed unlikely, but perhaps it was in the realm of possibility. What wasn’t in the realm of possibility, however, was Alec ever having read one of the grimoires necessary to allow him to cast a spell. The noble houses guarded their spellbooks with even more vigilance than they did their heirs—the next leader of the house could be replaced, but the books never could. They were gifts directly from the Archon, and Alec had about as much chance of reading one as he did saving a princess from a dragon. 
 
    Or meeting Archmage Diamondspear, he thought ruefully, glancing up at the man. He stood just to the side, watching the stairs with his arms crossed over his chest. I hope I’m not in any trouble for what I did. 
 
    Master Abel escorted Marcus back down the stairs. The youth looked like he’d rather have had his teeth pulled than come back down into the Crypt, but Master Abel’s hand at his lower back kept him walking. When he saw the gore coating the walls, his jaw nearly hit the floor. 
 
    “It’s dead!” Marcus said, his eyes wide with awe. “You killed it—you killed it with magic!” 
 
    Archmage Diamondspear smiled, but this time the smile did not reach his eyes. “Young man,” he said in a booming voice quite unlike the kindly one he’d used with Alec, “did you awaken this creature?” 
 
    Marcus had been in trouble enough times to recognize that tone. He looked around like a rat caught in a trap, his mind coming up with a dozen explanations before his shoulders finally slumped.  
 
    “Yeah, it was me,” he finally admitted. “I came down into the Crypt. I never should have done it! Alec warned me not to. But I thought there’d be something cool down here—not a monster! And I didn’t know she was a monster at first, she was so pretty! Then she took me in my arms, and I started to cry, and then...then…” 
 
    A tender expression filled Archmage Diamondspear’s face. “You’ve been through quite a lot today,” the man said, consoling the child. “Take him back upstairs, Abel. This young man needs a rest. I’ll discuss the rest of what happened with the other one.” 
 
    A look like none Alec had ever seen filled Abel’s face. For the first time in his young life, the monk looked afraid for him. “Master Diamondspear,” he wheezed, “perhaps—” 
 
    “Leave us,” Archmage Diamondspear said, in a tone that brooked no discussion. 
 
    Reluctantly, Abel withdrew. He took Marcus with him, giving Alec a final pained look that almost certainly meant be careful. His foot dragged behind him as he limped his way back up the stairs, the younger boy in tow. 
 
    Once they were gone, Archmage Diamondspear crouched low. He brought his face close to Alec’s, making a show of inspecting him. Finally, he spoke. 
 
    “Well, lad,” the aged mage said. The corners of his eyes crinkled with something akin to mirth. “It seems you’ve done a very good job of hiding yourself.” 
 
    “Hiding?” Despite the fact that Alec knew this man to be perfectly capable of ripping him limb from limb with magic, the statement filled him with a surge of irritation. “I’m not hiding. I’ve been here all my life!” 
 
    Archmage Diamondspear laughed. “Touché. So you have. The fault is mine, young man—I’ve been looking for you for a damned long time. I didn’t know your name, or what you looked like, which made it harder. I have to say, the last place I would have expected to find you was within the grounds of the Archon Temple of Graysten. But fate, it seems, is not without its small ironies.” 
 
    “I don’t...I don’t understand,” Alec muttered. He really didn’t. 
 
    “No matter. As soon as I felt the magic stirring within the Crypt, I knew. Call it a hunch.” 
 
    Icicles filled Alec’s stomach. “You felt the hag.” 
 
    Archmage Diamondspear laughed. He rose to his full height, and Alec got a glimpse of what the Shadow Realm must have stared down on the battlefield. Fear filled him like a strong drink. 
 
    “No, lad,” Archmage Diamondspear said, shaking his head. “I sensed you.” 
 
    Alec’s heart skipped a beat. “Me?” 
 
    Another of those kindly smiles split the man’s fearsome visage. “I am Archmage Uriel Diamondspear,” he said, his words so deep they shook the foundations of the Crypt. “Prime Elementalist—Master of Fire, Wind, and Metal. Keeper of the Library of Malvon, Slayer of Dorcas the Unvanquished, Master of the House of Doors, Lord of...well, of a number of duchies I don’t have the opportunity to visit terribly often.” He chuckled low in his throat. “So yes, child. I sensed you—and your magic. Now tell me what truly matters, young man. Who are you?” 
 
    Alec sensed the question was far more than the simple one it appeared. Despite how he might rack his brain, he had only one answer. 
 
    “I’m Alec,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    Archmage Diamondspear made a ‘hurry up’ motion with his hand, as if he was waiting for him.  
 
    Gods, Alec thought, does he want me to make up titles for myself, too? 
 
    “...Ward of the Archon Temple of Graysten?” Alec said haltingly. 
 
    “Wrong.” Archmage Diamondspear said, taking pleasure in it. “You are Alec, Apprentice to the Archmage Uriel Diamondspear.” He folded his hands into his robes, taking a step backward like a man anointing a new sailing vessel. “Come back to the Archon Temple and gather your things. You’re already far too old to be new at learning the ways of magic, so we have quite a lot of catching up to do.” 
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    The entire trip back to the Archon Temple, the words echoed in Alec’s skull. Apprentice to the Archmage Uriel Diamondspear. 
 
    By the time the group of boys—now with a monk and an archmage to chaperone—reached the gates of the Archon Temple, dusk had just begun to fall. The sun dipped low on the horizon, the calls of daytime birds fading into the hooting of owls and the chirping of crickets. A chill hung in the air, despite the warmth of the Sunday morning and afternoon. Alec tasted rain on the wind. 
 
    “We are in so much trouble,” Marcus muttered as they approached the gate.  
 
    Normally at the end of a forest trip, a solitary guard greeted them on their entrance back into the Temple. Perhaps two or three playing cards, if there wasn’t a lot going on inside. 
 
    It looked as if every monk and servant in the Temple had come out onto the green. Dozens of people waited nervously at the gates, some of them with angry expressions on their faces. Whatever sense of calm and normalcy Master Matthias had wanted to project with this visit had been totally destroyed. Alec felt ice form in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    Master Matthias himself broke from the crowd. The Head Monk of the Archon Temple of Graysten walked with a thick cane, carrying himself with surety despite his advanced age. Two scribes attended him as he crossed the short distance to Archmage Diamondspear, locking eyes with him. Alec fancied a spark passed between them, as if the two had just passed some hidden knowledge from one man to another by way of a secret signal. 
 
    “Are all accounted for?” Master Matthias asked, the crowd falling silent behind him. 
 
    Archmage Diamondspear jostled Alec with an elbow. “Go on, boy. He asked you a question. Explain.” 
 
    Me? The thought of speaking in front of all those people made Alec squirm. However, after the events of the day, it didn’t fill him with quite as much fear as it might once have. 
 
    “Everyone’s alright, Master Matthias,” Alec said, bowing to the Head Monk. “Marcus disappeared during the forest trip. We followed him to the Crypt, but he had already gone inside. A fearsome creature had him, but Master Diamondspear saved us. Marcus and me, I mean.” 
 
    Master Matthias listened to all of this impassively. A sunbeam cut through the trees, landing directly on his bald head. 
 
    One of the monks who’d been listening stepped forward. Alec didn’t remember the man’s name, for he had only been sent to the Temple a week ago, but his appearance gave Alec a vague sense of foreboding. He remembered this man disciplining a younger boy on shoddy evidence. 
 
    His suspicion proved correct a moment later. “You nearly got your wards killed!” the monk snapped, gesturing angrily. “Masters Matthias and Abel trusted you to keep those brats safe for a single day, and not only do you lose them immediately, you ruin Archmage Diamondspear’s visit!” 
 
    “It’s not Alec’s fault!” Marcus stood up straighter, taking his lumps like a man. “I ran off while he was telling a story! He thought I just had to go to the bathroom—” 
 
    “You be quiet!” the angry monk roared. 
 
    “Do not speak to him like that,” Archmage Diamondspear said. 
 
    He’d spoken the words with no more heat than a casual comment about the weather—yet the monk fell instantly silent, his cheeks coloring. So did everyone else. 
 
    “Alec’s actions saved Marcus—and may very well have saved the entire group,” Archmage Diamondspear explained. “That hag would not have been satisfied with only two boys, not with another dozen a stone’s throw away. He acted bravely, and well.” Alec felt Diamondspear’s arm around his shoulder. “As is to be expected, of course. The boy is a burgeoning mage—and my kin, at that.” 
 
    Alec stared into a field of shocked expressions. Only Master Matthias, whom Alec was even more sure had received some signal from Archmage Diamondspear, remained calm and impassive. 
 
    “That’s impossible,” the angry monk protested. “Alec!? He’s a lowborn orphan! His parents were probably gutter trash!” 
 
    “Did you,” Archmage Diamondspear asked mildly, “just call the house of Diamondspear ‘gutter trash’?” 
 
    The man started as if he’d choked on a fish bone. “Archmage,” he said, sinking to one knee with a tremble, “I did not mean to insult you! I only meant—” 
 
    “I know what you meant,” Archmage Diamondspear snapped. “To speak with Alec was one reason I came to the Archon Temple this afternoon. In that sense, it’s fortuitous all this occurred, as certain members of the Temple would have preferred I never be in the same room with these boys.” 
 
    That had to mean Master Abel. Alec should have been grinning from ear-to-ear, but all he could think was: me? Kin to Archmage Diamondspear? It couldn’t be! 
 
    “I have recently learned,” Archmage Diamondspear said, raising his voice above the crowd’s shocked murmurs, “the details of Alec’s true parentage. The boy is, in fact, the son of my late sister, Esmerelda. A bastard child, which is why the facts surrounding his birth took so long to come to light.” 
 
    He’s lying, Alec realized. But he sensed Archmage Diamondspear had lied to protect him. Why? 
 
    The looks of confusion on the faces around him gradually withered. While even Alec could see the holes in Diamondspear’s explanation, the Archmage held such a position of authority that people seemed inclined to accept whatever he said as fact. All except Master Abel, who chewed on the Archmage’s words as if they were a bitter root. 
 
    “So he is a Diamondspear,” Master Abel said, accepting the premise for the moment. “If that is the case, then where did he gain access to one of the Diamondspear grimoires in order to learn a fire spell?” The question was not an accusation, more one of curiosity, but it didn’t come out that way.  
 
    Alec was expecting the Archmage to react in fury, but he simply shrugged. “He must have read it before he became a ward to the temple,” the old man said. 
 
    “Before!? Uriel, I was here when that boy arrived in our care. He was barely a week old! You’re telling me a baby read and comprehended the words in one of your family’s thousand-year-old tomes?” 
 
    Archmage Diamondspear leaned over. “He cast the spell,” the man said, a note of warning entering his tone. “Therefore, he must have read a grimoire at some point, Abel. I’m not terribly interested in the how of it. Merely the result.” His voice dropped low enough that only Abel and Alec could hear. “And I’ll thank you to eschew my first name when we’re in company. I am Archmage Diamondspear, you understand?” 
 
    Master Abel looked as though he’d swallowed a rotten egg whole. “Yes, Archmage,” he said, dropping hastily into an unsteady bow. His bad leg swayed alarmingly beneath him for a moment, and Alec reached out to keep the man from falling if necessary. Master Abel waved him off, with a grumpy expression. 
 
    “We are setting off for my estate in Northmund tomorrow,” Archmage Diamondspear said, raising his voice and addressing the crowd. “Until then, I believe the events of the day have left us all hungry and in need of a good bed. I have heard many tales of the fine hospitality of the Archon Temple, and I would love to verify them tonight for myself.” 
 
    It was as clear a signal to disperse as the crowd would get. Monks shuffled back inside, shaking their heads with disbelief. Several of the servants came and clapped Alec on the back. It all felt surreal. Their congratulations meant little to him—Marcus’s safe return was far more important. 
 
    He made to move inside, when Archmage Diamondspear placed a hand on his shoulder. “Dine with me tonight,” the elderly man said, his grip firm and sure despite his advanced age. “We have much to discuss, young man.” 
 
    Alec watched the retreating forms of the monks as they filed their way back into the Temple. So many of these men had looked upon him with sympathy throughout his young life. In a few of them, like Master Abel, such feelings deepened into outright scorn. And now to be invited as a guest to their table, as an equal? It seemed almost beyond imagining. 
 
    Archmage Diamondspear felt his hesitance. “And I have a gift for you, as well,” the old man confided, the corners of his eyes crinkling with a smile. “A family heirloom. A magical item—one that would go well with the elven dagger you wear at your belt.” The Archmage’s eyes traveled to the item. “I’d be very interested to hear the story of how you came to possess such a weapon. Perhaps we could discuss it tonight?” 
 
    How could he possibly say no? “Yes, Archmage Diamondspear.” 
 
    “Call me Uriel,” he said kindly. “Only not when we’re addressing a crowd. Switching up titles only confuses people, and in a group of this many, a confused crowd is merely a single step away from becoming a mob.” He gave Alec a strange look. “Let that be the first lesson I’ve taught you, young man.” 
 
    With that, Archmage Diamondspear headed back into the Temple. Within the span of a few moments, only Alec and his group of foundlings remained outside of the walls. The boys crowded around him, jostling for space as if they all wanted to be the first to touch him after his adventure. But none of them could work up the nerve. 
 
    Finally, Mortimer spoke. “Did you really kill the hag?” the one-eyed boy asked. 
 
    “You did magic,” Thomas said. He spoke it like an incantation. 
 
    The seal broken, all the boys babbled at once. Their voices overlapped each other until they sounded like a crashing wave—one that threatened to wash over Alec, ripping his senses away. 
 
    Finally, he held up a hand for silence. “I’m not sure what I did,” he said, exhaustion settling into his bones. “I can tell you I didn’t kill the hag—Archmage Diamondspear did that. All I did was go into the Crypt after Marcus. That boy’s lucky to be alive.” 
 
    Marcus had gone inside with the monks to be examined by the healers. Strangely enough, none of them had bothered checking on Alec—it was as if they knew Archmage Diamondspear’s magic left him perfectly healthy and whole. 
 
    “Even that is brave enough,” Mortimer said. “I can’t believe you really went down into the Crypt after him, Alec. You’re a braver man than half the monks in the Archon Temple!” 
 
    “Don’t let them hear you say that,” another boy said with a guffaw. “They’ll have you whipped for insolence.” 
 
    A strange feeling crept over Alec. Feeling a surety enter him with every word, he squared his shoulders and spoke. “No, they won’t.” 
 
    The boys stared at him, confusion in their eyes. 
 
    “I can do magic,” he told them, only now fully believing it for himself. “I’m the nephew of the great Uriel Diamondspear. I’m someone important, lads. Which means that what I say goes—even with Master Abel.” 
 
    Their jaws dropped open. “What are you saying, Alec?” Mortimer asked. 
 
    “From now on, you won’t be treated like second-class citizens just because you’re orphans,” Alec said thickly. “Tonight I’m dining with Master Diamondspear. One word from him, and Matthias and Abel and the rest will never dare lay a finger on you again. You’ll eat just like the rest of the monks, sleep in beds just as nice as theirs. The days of you being treated like foundlings are over.” 
 
    Shy Thomas tugged at his sleeve. “You’ll stand up for us? We who have no family?” 
 
    For the second time that day, Alec’s heart nearly broke in half. “You’re my family,” he said, the beginnings of tears in his eyes. “All of you. I won’t let you be mistreated any longer. And if they do…” 
 
    He struck a fearsome pose, shocking the boys into silence. “I’ll burn ‘em with another spell!” 
 
    Laughter greeted his proclamation. Not just the kind of laughter one produces at a good, well-timed joke—the laughter of relief, of better days ahead. Alec promised himself that before he left the Archon Temple, he’d make things better for the foundlings. He’d make it part of his agreement with Archmage Diamondspear. 
 
    “You’ll have to come back and visit on occasion,” Mortimer said as the group reentered the Temple grounds. “Promise us you’ll write to us from the Academy, will you?” 
 
    Alec froze in his tracks. “Academy?” 
 
    The one-eyed boy stared at him as if he’d grown a second head. “Well, yes, Alec. You can do magic, right? Isn’t that where they teach people to harness it?” 
 
    The realization flooded him. Archmage Diamondspear would want to bring him to Northmund, of course, but there was little chance he’d stop there. In order to learn the ways of magic, Alec would have to attend a school. No, not just a school—the school. The Academy. 
 
    Where the elite of every house learned to read the grimoires. To cast magic. To become mages… 
 
    Not only do I get to dine with Uriel Diamondspear tonight, Alec thought, his head swimming, I get a magical family heirloom. And I’m going to be attending the Academy. 
 
    He’d never expected to find his Vocation so quickly. Truly, Alec couldn’t possibly have picked a better one. 
 
    He’d never been a pious boy, and even less so as a young man, but he knew he had someone to thank for this. It was the Archon who’d orchestrated this turn of events, of that much, Alec was sure. 
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    Once Alec had the rest of boys safely back in their dormitory, he heaved a sigh of relief. Deep in his heart, he knew they’d been safe from the moment Archmage Diamondspear cast that spell against the hag. Still, he felt better seeing them safely back to their rooms in the Archon Temple. 
 
    After the adventure he’d had out in the forest, his natural inclination would have been to sit down for a while and think about everything that had happened. His mind still swam with the vast implications of the day’s events. The thought that he had become the apprentice of the great Uriel Diamondspear still felt like something that had happened to someone else, not him. 
 
    Unfortunately, he had very little time to work out his feelings. Shortly after he arrived in his own quarters, washed off the hag’s blood, and fit himself into some new robes, one of the servants knocked at the door to his room. 
 
    He opened the door to find a tall, muscular man waiting for him. To his surprise, he found himself staring at the chef from that morning, the one who’d given him extra food to take into the forest. His dirty kitchen apron had been replaced with clean white robes, kept in storage for fancy visitors. 
 
    “Young master,” the man said with a swift bow, “dinner is about to be served in the great hall. Archmage Diamondspear requests your presence.” 
 
    Alec stared at the man, his face scrunched up in disbelief. “Surely you of all people know you don’t need to bow in my presence?” he managed. 
 
    A grin flashed across the man’s face. “News travels fast,” he said, holding open the door for Alec. “Had I known one of the Temple’s wards was secretly the nephew of the great Uriel Diamondspear, I might have given you extra food more often.” 
 
    Alec felt a grin stretching across his face. “No you wouldn’t have. You helped me out plenty. And if I’d known I was Archmage Diamondspear’s nephew, well… I don’t know what I’d have done differently!” 
 
    You’re not, a little voice inside his head whispered. You’re something else. But you’re damn sure not the bastard child of Uriel Diamondspear’s sister. What sense would that make? 
 
    He tucked the feeling away for now. Tonight was about his new life. He’d have plenty of time to ask Archmage Diamondspear about his parentage later. 
 
    Alec knew the way to the dining hall, yet the chef stubbornly insisted on leading him. The monks dined in separate quarters from the servants and foundlings, eschewing the cafeteria in favor of a smaller, more opulent hall. Alec had only seen it for himself once or twice, when asked to fetch Master Abel or Matthias for an errand during mealtimes. 
 
    Tonight, the dining hall was nearly empty. The monk’s tables were bare—all save for one, at which Archmage Uriel Diamondspear sat with an empty plate and a full goblet before him. His kindly face smiled as Alec entered.  
 
    “Very good,” the old man said, gesturing to the seat across from him. “Sit, Alec, sit. Would you like something to drink?” 
 
    “Water, thank you,” Alec said. Though reaching his majority meant that he now had the right to ask for wine, just like any of the servants, he preferred not to. He felt he needed to keep his head clear for this conversation, and alcohol would just muddy the waters. 
 
    The chef retreated—evidently, he was to be serving their dinner tonight—and just like that, Alec and Archmage Diamondspear were alone. 
 
    As soon as the door closed behind the chef, Archmage Diamondspear leaned over. “As I’m sure you’ve figured out by now,” he said, his eyes sparkling, “you are not truly a member of my family.” 
 
    Alec had known, of course. Yet strangely enough, the denial hurt all the same.  
 
    “I didn’t think so,” he said, using humor to mask his true feelings. It was a tactic he’d honed well under the monks’ tutelage. “We don’t have much of a family resemblance, Master Diamondspear.” 
 
    “I told you,” the man said with a chuckle. “You may call me Uriel.” 
 
    “Of course…” Alec said, still hesitating. “...Uriel.” 
 
    The man smiled and nodded. A door opened in the wall, and the chef appeared with another glass and a pitcher of water. “Dinner will be served shortly,” he assured them both, disappearing as quickly as he’d come. 
 
    “For the time being, that information stays between us,” Uriel explained once the man had gone. “It’s extremely important we keep up the fiction that you’re my nephew. Which means that, among other things, you’ll need one of these…” 
 
    He gestured at a sack leaning against the table. At first, Alec had dismissed it entirely as Archmage Diamondspear’s traveling bag. It turned out to be anything but. Uriel reached into the sack, pulling out what looked like a small silver baton. It gleamed in the candlelight, reminding him of the rudimentary toys the other boys used to play games and run relay races. 
 
    “This,” Uriel said with some ceremony, “is a Diamondspear. Each member of our house carries one on their person at all times. Though, as you can see, the name is something of a misnomer—it is not truly a spear at all. Few would dare correct a member of our family, however.” He gave a lopsided smile as he handed it across the table. “This one belongs to you now.” 
 
    It felt surprisingly heavy in Alec’s hand. The baton was even smaller than Tanuin’s dagger, barely reaching from the tip of his longest finger to the beginning of his wrist. Not a single blade could be seen on the device, which made it wholly unsuitable for combat. Alec found himself quite confused by the strange weapon—how was it supposed to function as a spear? 
 
    “I’m not sure what to do with this,” he confessed, looking Archmage Diamondspear in the eye. His thumb found an embossed groove on the side of the baton and rubbed it idly, wondering what its function could be. “Does it activate—” 
 
    The baton sprang to life beneath his thumb. It extended in the blink of an eye, going from the size of his hand to a good five feet in length between one heartbeat and the next. A blade extended from the narrow tip, knocking an empty cup to the side as it shot into the open air. The blade came to rest inches away from Archmage Diamondspear’s head, and Alec flinched. 
 
    “Perhaps I should have warned you before handing it to you,” Uriel said with a laugh. “Had you activated the weapon a few inches to your right, I might have had to spend most of the evening healing my eye.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he said, staring at the weapon in his hand. “I didn’t know—” 
 
    “You couldn’t have,” Uriel agreed with a grin. “After all, I doubt you would have had the opportunity to see a Diamondspear in action before tonight. Every member of our clan carries one, enchanted to that particular member of the family. By activating it, you’ve bound it to you. No one else will be able to transform it from a baton to a spear, even if they fit their thumb to the groove. So the weapon can never be used against you.” 
 
    Alec stared at the Diamondspear with a newfound sense of awe. “Magic,” he whispered. “An enchantment.” 
 
    Uriel shrugged. “As it turns out, the lines in a man’s thumb are unique to that individual. Everyone’s are slightly different, which makes it easy to enchant a weapon to a particular man’s pattern. Or should I say woman’s.” A strange look passed over the Archmage’s face. “This Diamondspear belonged to my late sister, you see.” 
 
    Alec hadn’t known that. A flush rose to his cheeks. “I’m sorry,” he said. He seemed to be saying that a lot lately, and didn’t particularly like it. 
 
    Uriel’s shrug encompassed an entire era of heartache. “Nothing to be done about it now,” he said, his expression brightening. “For now, the Diamondspear will serve you as a dependable weapon. As the wielder grows in power, the weapon grows in power as well. Soon, young man, you will be able to do amazing things with this device.” 
 
    “Wow,” Alec said, pulling the spear back into its baton form. He wanted to test it out, of course, but the thought of accidentally hurting the Archmage, or shattering dinner plates, didn’t appeal to him in the least. “That’s amazing.” 
 
    Uriel nodded. “They’re very old weapons. Forged by Ixylmin, the God of Metal—who penned the first of the Metal Grimoires. All the grimoires belonging to the Metal Element descended from that first book, which is a thing you would know if you’d been attending the Academy from the age you were supposed to.” 
 
    “Oh.” Alec felt sheepish, but he resolved to stop apologizing. “That’s not my fault.” 
 
    “Indeed it is not.” Uriel gave him a quick once-over. “Are you proficient at all with the spear, young man? 
 
    Alec paused, wondering how much he should tell Archmage Diamondspear. For the second time since he’d met the man, his hesitation was noticed. Uriel leaned in close, his eyes meeting the youth’s, and some spark passed between them. Diamondspear sat back in his chair and nodded. 
 
    “I see,” he said with a grunt. “You’ve taken a man’s life before.” 
 
    Alec swallowed hard. “Twice, actually. But neither was my fault.” 
 
    “Young man, if either had been your fault, you wouldn’t be sitting here.”  
 
    “Just then the door opened, and the chef emerged with a tray of steaming hot food. Alec’s stomach gave a very undignified rumble as he realized how long it had been since he’d last eaten. Uriel’s expression softened as the chef laid out rich portions of quail, rice with steaming vegetables, and spicy dumplings on their plates. Where had this food been during Alec’s time at the Archon Temple? 
 
    “Eat,” Uriel said. “We’ll speak of it later.” 
 
    Alec dug in. For the next few moments, the evening became a blur. He hadn’t realized just how hungry he was until the first bite passed his lips. Suddenly he felt ravenous. His stomach rumbled happily as he tucked away his meal, the pace of his eating slowing once the plate was about halfway empty. Uriel spent most of the time nibbling around the edges of his place, watching Alec with a strange look on his face. 
 
    “Go on,” Uriel said once Alec took a break to wash down some food with water. “The two instances?” 
 
    Alec braced himself. He hadn’t just been eating for the last few minutes—he’d been running over his story in his head, making sure he had all the details straight. The last thing he wanted was to lie to Archmage Diamondspear, either unintentionally or on purpose. 
 
    “One happened about a year ago,” he explained, chewing and swallowing thoughtfully. “I was on my way back to the Archon Temple from a visit in town. Master Abel bid me to accompany some of the men to purchase supplies for the winter.” He shivered, remembering the cold. “On the way back, we came upon a caravan with a broken wheel. At first we thought the men needed our help, but it turned out they were bandits. They attacked, and…” 
 
    “And they died,” Uriel said. He made it sound so simple. 
 
    Alec nodded. “I only slew one. The other men killed the rest. Only one of the bandits survived. He fled into the woods, and we never saw hide nor hair of him since. His face was on a wanted poster for a while in town, but I don’t think they ever caught him.” 
 
    Uriel made an impatient gesture. “That’s not the one I’m interested in. I think you know that.” 
 
    Alec’s heart sank. The day Tanuin left… 
 
    Even after so long, he remembered it as if it were yesterday. The memory of it sent a chill down his spine. 
 
    “There was an elven ranger,” Alec began. “He visited the Archon Temple regularly, between his sojourns in the woods. His name was Tanuin, and he was...well, he was my friend. Just about the only friend I had in the whole world.” 
 
    “You must have been close to him,” Uriel said, taking a sip of his wine. 
 
    “I was. I was thirteen, and the two of us had gone hunting near the foot of Mirithpeak. A full day’s ride from the Archon Temple, but Tanuin promised the monks enough game to feed them for an entire winter, so they let me travel with him.” 
 
    “At thirteen!?” Uriel’s brows furrowed together. “In parts of the world, young man, a child of thirteen is considered little more than a babe.” 
 
    “We grow up fast in the Temple,” Alec said, remembering the responsibilities he’d had to shoulder at such a young age. “Tanuin and I ran down a buck—the elven ranger struck it in the side with one of his arrows. The best ran off, bleeding, and we chased it until it succumbed to the wound.” 
 
    It hadn’t been a clean kill in any sense of the word. But Tanuin had saved the honor for Alec. 
 
    “Go ahead,” the ranger had said, pressing a dagger into his palm. “The poor thing’s hurting. Put it out of its misery. You and the monks will eat venison stew for a week.” 
 
    Nothing had ever felt as cold as that knife in Alec’s hand. He’d made his way slowly through ankle-deep snow, watching steam billow from the buck’s nostrils as its thrashing grew weaker and weaker. By the time he was within arm’s reach, the deer merely lay there, staring at him with its pale amber eyes. 
 
    He’d made the kill as quick as possible. The buck died moments after the cut, its artery severed and spurting blood onto the snow. Alec had almost imagined a look of gratitude on the creature’s face as it expired. 
 
    Once it had gone still, Tanuin came up and put a hand on his shoulder. “You did good,” the ranger said, nodding. “Help me get it onto the back of the horse—” 
 
    Eyes appeared in the treeline. 
 
    “Alec?” Uriel stared at the youth, snapping him back to the present. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Huh? I’m fine,” he said, feeling a little sheepish. “Lost in memories, I guess.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Uriel said kindly. “Go on, son. I’m not about to judge you.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “We’d just brought down the buck when a pack of green-skinned barbarians broke through the trees. It was like they’d been waiting for us. You have to understand, I’d never seen anything like them before: I’d never met anyone who wasn’t human, save for Tanuin. And he was mostly human, other than his ears!” 
 
    “There are other differences between elves and men,” Uriel said with a smile. “But I understand what you mean. Continue.” 
 
    “Later, Tanuin told me they were a type of barbarians called goblins,” Alec said. “At the time, all I could think was that they looked like the monsters the monks would claim lived under our beds, to scare the wits out of the boys.” He shook his head. “I’ve never seen anyone fight so fiercely.” 
 
    “The goblins?” 
 
    Alec shook his head. “No. Tanuin. It was a brutal fight, Master Diamondspear. By the end of it, I understood why the elves had allowed Tanuin to range the forests and fields. He spilled goblin blood by the bucketload, all to protect me, and in the end he sent the few that remained screaming back into the woods.” Alec paused, as if hearing the screams and seeing the flash of steel. “I managed to kill one. Just the one.” 
 
    Uriel’s brows furrowed together. “You were only thirteen, lad.” 
 
    “It didn’t matter. I should have done more.” Alec’s hand made a fist on the table. “Tanuin escorted me back to the Archon Temple right after. He told me the barbarians shouldn’t have been in that part of the woods, and that their presence meant ‘bad things were stirring’. Those were the exact words he used.” A bitter look filled Alec’s face. “That was the last time I saw him. I never even got to talk to him about the fight, not properly. The servants who work for the monks—some of them are former soldiers, I can tell. They say that after battle, men are supposed to drink together, to show camaraderie and bond over the fight. But Tanuin left me that afternoon, promising me he’d be gone for no more than a season. As soon as it was safe, he said, he’d return to the Temple.” 
 
    Uriel’s face was grave. “And how long ago was this?” 
 
    “Five years.” Alec stared at his empty goblet of water, frowning. “I think I might like that drink, Archmage Diamondspear.” 
 
    Uriel paused, then handed the young man his own cup. “Go ahead,” he said with a chuckle. “And I told you—call me Uriel. You’re supposed to be my nephew. ‘Archmage Diamondspear’ isn’t how my nephew would refer to me outside of a formal gathering.” 
 
    Alec took a long drink of the wine. At first it tasted sweet, then a sizzling burn seared his throat. He didn’t like it very much. 
 
    “I’m not your nephew, though, am I?” Alec couldn’t keep the bitterness from his tone. “This is all a ruse.” 
 
    “Aye, it is.” Uriel shrugged. “I’m not sure where you came from, exactly, Alec. I have scribes working on the task right now, attempting to track down the location where you were born and the identities of your parents. I don’t expect them to be successful in either task, yet I must try.” 
 
    Alec’s face filled with surprise at this news. “Really?” 
 
    Uriel nodded. “One thing I can tell you, however, is this: you are not a member of one of the noble houses. No bastard has been born to them in generations that the house of Diamondspear didn’t know about well in advance—sometimes even prior to the conception. You are from somewhere else.” He mulled over the thought. “Perhaps somewhen else. It’s been known to happen, from time to time.” 
 
    Alec couldn’t even imagine. He finished the wine, then set in on the rest of his meal. He’d have to get used to fine food and drink, especially if he was to attend the Academy, yet it seemed he’d never fully accept deserving such fine things as this. 
 
    Uriel moved the conversation to another topic. “Down in the Crypt,” he said, studying Alec with a practiced casualness, “when you cast your magic spell. What exactly happened to you in that moment? What did you feel?” 
 
    Alec gave the matter some thought. “I’m not entirely sure,” he admitted. 
 
    “Go on,” the Archmage urged. “Try.” 
 
    “I...I knew Marcus was in danger,” he said, trying not to think too hard about the hag’s fearsome visage and sharp teeth. “I reached out for the torches, and it was like I absorbed the flames. They entered my body.” He took another sip of wine. “It hurt quite a bit.” 
 
    Uriel nodded as if he’d expected this answer. “To put it in a way a scholar might write down in a tome,” the old man said, “you absorbed the elemental power from several objects, storing them inside of your body. Then, you released them at an opponent—in this case, the hag. Would that be a correct way of putting it?” 
 
    His mouth full, Alec nodded. 
 
    “Very curious.” Uriel glanced down at his plate, his brow furrowed in thought. “I wonder if you would be able to absorb other elements as well, besides flame. Perhaps some that would hurt a bit less.” 
 
    Alec hadn’t given the matter of his magic any thought. Now that he did, an almost dizzying array of possibilities occurred to him. “I could do that?” he asked, his jaw dropping open. “Use more than one element? Put them together, even?” 
 
    Uriel spread his arms. “That’s what I’m trying to find out,” he said kindly. “There is much we don’t know about your magic, Alec. You have already broken one law by casting magic without the use of a grimoire. There may be quite a bit about magic we don’t truly understand—things we’ve taken for granted for a very, very long time. You have no knowledge of the sacred words that can alter the fabric of reality—what most at the Academy would tell you forms the totality of magic.” He sat back in his chair, a pleased expression on his face. “Knowing that, do you really think it impossible that you might be able to break other laws?” 
 
    Alec had never intentionally broken a law in his life. Yet Archmage Diamondspear had just told him he’d shattered several. Some of which governed the foundation of the world. 
 
    “Uriel,” Alec said, wincing a bit at the term of familiarity. He’d get used to it in time. “How would I go about testing a thing like that?” 
 
    The Archmage sat back from his meal, well and truly satisfied. “Now that we’ve finished eating, I think it’s time to try a little experiment. Are you willing?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Good.” Uriel rose. “Let’s see what other types of magic you’re able to wield, young man.” 
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    As Alec finished off the last scraps of his meal, Archmage Diamondspear reached for a tiny silver bell on the table and rang it. A tinkling sound filled the air, and a moment later the door separating the dining room from the kitchen opened. A servant entered, moving so swiftly that Alec realized the man must have been waiting right behind the door for the sound of the bell. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord?” the servant asked with a neat bow. “Shall we bring you dessert? Some coffee, perhaps?” 
 
    A faint smile spread across the Archmage’s face. “I require something different, I’m afraid. Do you have any herbs or plants that could be brought to the table?” 
 
    The servant’s eyebrows furrowed together. “Herbs, my Lord?” 
 
    “Living specimens only, please. Dried herbs from the kitchen won’t do.” 
 
    A long moment passed where the servant attempted to determine whether or not the Archmage was joking. “I…can check, my Lord?” 
 
    “Thank you,” Archmage Diamondspear said. He waved the man off with a gesture, nodding slightly as the door to the kitchen closed. “When he returns, young Alec, we will test your magic. Prepare yourself.” 
 
    Alec wasn’t sure how to prepare himself, exactly. The last time he’d done magic, he hadn’t thought about it—he’d just done it, casting it when Marcus’s life became threatened. He barely remembered the muscles he’d flexed or the words he’d spoken—the entire fight against the hag felt like a nightmare. Was he about to enter another one? 
 
    A few minutes later, the servant came back with a potted plant. “Cilantro,” the servant explained, gesturing at the bouquet of long, thin stems with wide green leaves. “The chefs have several in the herb garden, so this one won’t be missed, my Lord.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Diamondspear took the plant in with a glance, then pushed the pot across the table toward Alec. “You may go. Greatly appreciated.” 
 
    More confused than ever, the servant withdrew. The moment he’d left, Archmage Diamondspear ran his hand along the rim of the earthenware pot, one eyebrow raised. “Do you feel anything when you look at this plant, Alec?” 
 
    To his credit, he took the question seriously. A casual observer would have found the scene hilarious: a young boy squinting very hard at a cilantro plant, while an old man in splendid robes watched on with an unreadable expression. 
 
    Finally, Alec sighed. “Nothing,” he admitted. “It’s just a plant, Uriel.” 
 
    “Technically,” the old man said, “it is an herb.” 
 
    The Archmage stared at him for a long moment, their eyes meeting. Then both of them began to laugh. The tension in the room dissolved. Alec felt about a hundred times better. The fear he’d felt around doing magic again faded beneath the joke—which, he would realize later, was exactly Archmage Diamondspear’s plan. 
 
    “I want you to try and do with this plant what you did with those torches,” the old man said, pushing the plant a bit closer. “Draw upon the element of Nature, Alec. Pull it into yourself, exactly as you did with the flame. Absorb it into your own power.” 
 
    Though he had no idea how to pull the ‘element’ of a plant into his body, Alec did the best he could. He concentrated hard, his gaze tunnelling as he stared deeper and deeper into the bushy clutch of leaves. The sights, sounds and smells of the world fell away as he struggled to sense the energy within the living thing. To pull it into himself the way he had with the flames, to make them part of himself. 
 
    He felt…something. Perhaps. It didn’t feel much like what had happened in the Crypt, at any rate. His fingers tingled with energy for a moment, as if he’d touched a doorknob after rubbing his woollen socks on carpet. The sensation left him just as quickly. 
 
    “I felt it for a second,” he said, glancing up at Archmage Diamondspear. The old man watched him intensely, frowning beneath his mustaches. “Just a little bit. I think I need more practice?” 
 
    Uriel nodded. “That, or you require a spur,” the man said wisely. “You didn’t hesitate back in the Crypt. When it became necessary, you mastered the magic as easily as thinking about it. Your friend’s life was in danger.” 
 
    Alec thought about it, then nodded. “I’ve heard of things like that before. Master Abel said he once saw a maid of twenty lift a cart in the middle of the street, after one of the wheels ran over her child’s leg. It should have taken three women that slender just to get one side of the cart off the ground, yet she tossed it off the boy’s body like it was nothing.” 
 
    “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Uriel said sagely. “Much in the way an animal is most dangerous when cornered, people have a tendency to reach for reserves they weren’t aware of having when the alternative is the death of someone they care for.” 
 
    Alec sighed. “It’s not going to be very good for those I care about if I have to force them into lethal danger just to cast a spell, Master Diamondspear.” 
 
    That brought a good, hearty chuckle from the older man. “No,” he agreed, “it will not. But think on this, young man. It may seem as though our kingdom is at peace. But there are stirrings beyond its confines. Dark happenings. The Expeditionary Forces have reported skirmishes with things far worse than an errant hag in a crypt, Alec. In truth, every person you care about—every single citizen within the kingdom’s confines—is in very real and very present danger.” 
 
    Alec felt his eyes widen. Master Diamondspear’s words cut to the heart of him. He’d considered staying at the Archon Temple to protect his charges—but if everyone in the kingdom was at risk of monsters invading from outside of the known lands, how could he be so selfish as to stay? He pictured tens of thousands of boys just like Thomas and Mortimer, awakening in the night to find creatures out of a nightmare sneaking into their homes. A shudder passed through him. 
 
    “Are you frightened?” Archmage Diamondspear didn’t wait for an answer. “Good. Use that fear, young man. Reach out to the plant again. Call upon Nature.” 
 
    With Uriel’s speech to guide him, Alec did just that. He placed his hands on either side of the earthenware pot, closing his eyes. An image filled his mind of the brave soldiers of the Expeditionary Force, charging into battle against a fell Shadow Beast from beyond the wastes. There was danger out there. All of them were in such dreadful danger! 
 
    Another of those tingly feelings washed through him. It felt stronger this time—but lasted no longer than the first. When Alec opened his eyes, one of the cilantro’s stems had wilted somewhat, drooping over the rim of the pot. 
 
    “That was a bit more,” he said, sensing Uriel’s disappointment. “I’m trying, really I am…” 
 
    The Archmage sighed. “It’s alright, lad. You’ve spent your entire lifetime believing you are incapable of wielding the forces of magic. Perhaps I’m pushing you too hard. You should be given time to study the elemental forces, understand them better.” 
 
    Archmage Diamondspear continued talking, but he now sounded like he talked to himself. Alec bit down on the panic flaring within his chest and concentrated. He wouldn’t let Uriel down! If his magic was the key to protecting his friends, he needed to learn how to use it! 
 
    My friends… 
 
    The image rose unbidden to his mind. Within a flash he stood in the Crypt, staring down the beautiful illusion of the hag as it cradled Marcus in its arms. Its face twisted, the banshee’s shriek erupting from its wide-open mouth as it attacked. 
 
    Only this time, the fight didn’t end when Archmage Diamondspear stepped in. Alec reached for the torches, only to find the creature’s knife-like nails striking at his chest. He stepped to the side, the wind of their passing racing over his skin, when he heard a scream. 
 
    Marcus! 
 
    The creature bit into his shoulder, exactly as she’d done to him. Marcus screamed and screamed—the pitiful wail of a boy far from home, who’s gotten into trouble and wants nothing more than to be held. 
 
    The creature held Marcus, all right. It would be the last embrace the boy would ever feel. 
 
    “Marcus! NO!” Alec screamed inside his mind. If he hadn’t been there, if he’d been another minute too late—the beast would have torn poor Marcus to shreds. 
 
    He couldn’t protect them. He couldn’t save them all. He was only one man— 
 
    Energy flowed into his outstretched palms. 
 
    As Alec opened his eyes, he noticed all the strands of the cilantro plant had bent toward his fingers. The leaves on one half reached for his left hand, the other the right—until the plant looked like a boy with his hair parted in the middle. Green energy flowed from the stems, filling him with a vibrant, brilliant sensation. 
 
    The cilantro withered within the blink of an eye. The stems went gray, the leaves dropping into the dirt as the whole plant dried up and went prickly. Unlike with the flames, where Alec felt a portion of the fire’s body trickle into his body, this took everything the cilantro bush had. By the time he finished, he found himself staring at a dead mass of plant matter. 
 
    Uriel gasped. He touched the side of a particularly long stem with his thumb, watching as it crumbled at his touch. “Impressive,” the Archmage whispered. 
 
    Alec doubled over in pain. His vision blurred. A horrible sensation writhed within the pit of his guts. He’d once had a nasty stomach flu as a lad after a run in with undercooked meat in the Temple’s cafeteria, and this felt a hundred times worse. 
 
    “Uriel,” Alec groaned. “It hurts…” 
 
    The old man leaned over. His fingers glowed, but he stilled his hand just before the point of actually casting his magic on Alec’s body. “What does it feel like?” he asked. 
 
    Alec knew, but too much pain coursed through his body for him to find the words. When he’d pulled the torches into his body, he’d felt flames inside of him—now, with the energy of the plant within his core, he experienced what felt like writhing, stinging vines crawling inside of him. They wrapped around his intestines, his muscles, searing deep into the marrow of his bones. 
 
    “I see. We can talk about this later. You’re in no state to answer questions.” 
 
    Alec’s mouth moved soundlessly, like a fish stranded on dry land. “What…what do I do with the energy?” 
 
    Uriel’s eyebrows rose. “Ah! It seems you can’t simply contain it and save it for a rainy day,” the old man mused. 
 
    Should he have been able to? Alec couldn’t think about it at the moment. Tears sprang to his eyes, the writhing sensation inside of him growing stronger with every second. His fingers clutched at his own midsection, as if he could pull the vines from his own body to make the pain stop. 
 
    Uriel glanced around the room for a suitable vessel. His gaze finally settled on the dead plant sitting on the table, a shrug rising the fabric of his robes. “Give the energy back,” he commanded, gesturing at the mass of plant matter. “The simplest solution is to put the energy back where it came from.” 
 
    Returning the energy proved to be a simpler matter than drawing it out in the first place. Like an overfilled balloon, the power flowed back out of Alec, draining like a dam with a crack in it. The green aura covered the plant, its stems and leaves perking back up as life refilled the dead cilantro herb. 
 
    Uriel smiled as the plant restored itself to life. For a shining moment, it looked exactly as it had when the servant left it on the table between them, as if nothing had ever disturbed the cilantro in the first place. 
 
    Then it grew. 
 
    The energy inside of Alec had come nowhere near its limit. More flowed into the plant, blooming it well beyond the confines of the earthenware pot. Cracks formed in the surface, soil spilling out across the table as vines pushed through the material. Cilantro stalks stretched toward the ceiling, blocking out Uriel Diamondspear’s face as he stared with amazement at the ever expanding plant. 
 
    By the time Alec finished pouring out his magic, the plant dominated the table. Now it contained far more than the small bunch of cilantro that the servant had delivered. The door separating the dining room from the kitchen opened as a servant entered, startled by the noise. The man took one look at the plant and backed away, his eyes the size of saucers. 
 
    “Impressive,” Uriel repeated, scooting his chair to the side to look around the plant. “Most impressive, young man.” 
 
    Alec slumped over. Just like the first time he’d absorbed the flames, expelling the magic left him drained and exhausted. He felt as if he could eat a whole other meal, despite having finished a delicious dinner only moments ago. For long moments he could only stare at the colossal plant, shocked senseless by its majesty. 
 
    Uriel plucked a leaf from the plant and examined it, sniffing it and running his finger over the stem. “I confess, lad—it’s not very often that I am shocked. It seems whatever power you possess breaks one of the natural laws of magic.” 
 
    Alec managed to recover enough to ask: “which law is that, Archmage Uriel?” 
 
    Uriel shook his head, then took Alec’s hand and helped him to his feet. “Conservation of energy,” he said, tucking the plant’s stem beneath his napkin on the table. “When you drew upon the energy of the plant, you received a small amount. Then, when you pushed that energy outside of yourself, it became far greater than what you originally absorbed.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Alec said, his vision swimming. 
 
    Uriel lifted the pitcher of water, along with Alec’s glass. “You used this,” the Archmage explained, holding up the glass, “to fill this.” He mimed pouring the glass into the pitcher. 
 
    The scene still refused to make sense. How could a cup fill a pitcher? His ability must be strange indeed. 
 
    “It seems, lad, that you have the ability to not only draw upon elemental energies, but to increase their power.” A pensive look filled the Archmage’s face. “We will speak about this later, young man. For now, I think, it would be good for you to get some rest.” 
 
    Rest. Yes. Alec definitely needed that. 
 
    By the time Uriel Diamondspear got him upstairs to bed, he’d fallen fast asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After living in the Archon Temple for so long, Alec believed he knew every room in the Temple grounds by heart. The next morning, upon waking in an unfamiliar bed, he learned just how wrong he’d been. 
 
    His eyes opened to the sight of a luxurious bed, the sheets of a thick, silky fluffiness he’d never felt before. Rich tapestries hung from the walls, obscuring the stones with scenes of battle and magic. Sunlight streamed in from a nearby window, revealing the sight of the forest for miles around. He sat up, rubbing his eyes, trying to remember where he’d been before he’d fallen asleep. 
 
    The last thing he remembered was the sight of the plant. With that, memories of his magic rolled in, and he realized what he’d done. His hands trembled as he pulled back the covers, the sounds of birdsong filling the suite in the tower. 
 
    It’s all true, he realized, hardly daring to believe it. I did magic. I can do magic. Master Diamondspear is going to teach me… 
 
    The Diamondspear sat atop the nightstand next to the bed. Along with it lay a pot of tea and a cold breakfast spread: toast with jam and butter, a rasher of last night’s bacon. He devoured it with alacrity, sitting on the edge of the bed all the while. From the angle of the sun and the trees outside, he tried to reason out his location in the Temple. 
 
    “This is the suite above the bell tower,” he realized, taking a big swig of tea. “Right where Master Diamondspear retires. The servants must have brought me here after that business with the cilantro.” 
 
    A door on the far side of the room opened. Uriel Diamondspear entered the suite, looking as rested and refreshed as if he’d taken a week’s vacation. If the scene Alec caused at the dinner table the previous night troubled the man, he showed no sign of it. 
 
    “Good morning,” the Archmage said, nodding toward a chest of drawers. “I had the servants take the liberty of moving some of your clothing to this room. You’ll find traveling robes stored in that nearby dresser for you. Once you finish eating, you should get dressed. We have quite a lot to do today.” 
 
    Alec wolfed down another bite of his bacon, utterly ravenous. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this hungry. Despite the rumble in his stomach, the connection between the sensation and the magic he’d worked last night hadn’t clicked as of yet. 
 
    “You moved my things?” Alec asked. “Am I not to stay with the other boys, then?” 
 
    Uriel gave the boy a strange look. “Alec, this will be your last day at the Archon Temple. For quite a while, at least. I am departing today on my airship—and you’re coming with me.” 
 
    The revelation filled Alec with equal parts excitement and dread. Excitement because he’d never flown on an airship before. Dread because he’d be leaving his friends behind. 
 
    “The engines are being spooled up as we speak,” Uriel said by way of explanation. “These machines take quite a long time to work themselves up to flying speeds, but once they do, the effect is quite unlike anything else in the kingdoms. Truly, there’s no better way to travel.” 
 
    The morning’s breakfast felt like a lump in Alec’s stomach. “The other boys,” he said, thinking of their names. Mortimer. Marcus. Thomas. “Won’t I get to say goodbye to them?” 
 
    Alec could tell from the look on Master Diamondspear’s face the answer was supposed to be no. But when he saw the panic at missing the chance to see his friends one last time caused in the lad, Uriel’s expression softened. 
 
    “I suppose there’s enough time for you to briefly bid them goodbye,” he said gruffly. “As long as you finish your food and get dressed quickly.” 
 
    In all the long history of the Archon Temple, no young man had ever finished his breakfast and gotten dressed faster than Alec. The next few minutes passed in a blur. He wanted to win every moment possible to hug his fellows and wish them farewell. Even Uriel Diamondspear seemed impressed with how quickly he moved. 
 
    “Very well,” Uriel said once the boy was fully dressed and ready to go. “Shall we?” 
 
    All the way down the tower, Alec fretted. The bells of the clock tower chimed to a rhythm he knew like the beating of his own heart—they told him the Temple grounds were a quarter-hour after breakfast time. The boys would be just about to start their lessons. What if he didn’t have an opportunity to speak with them? 
 
    He needn’t have worried. As the chef told him on the way to Master Diamondspear’s dinner the previous night, news traveled fast in the Archon Temple. Even before Alec woke, the news of his imminent departure had spread through the hallways and grounds of the Temple. Every foundling knew this was to be Alec’s last day among them—and so, they were all waiting for him. 
 
    “Alec!” they chorused as he reached the first-floor landing. “Good luck!” 
 
    He fell into a mass of tiny arms and bodies, hugging the boys until his arms felt sore. He wished the best to dear, one-eyed Mortimer, assured Marcus that his wounds would heal quickly and he’d be back to tormenting the younger boys in no time. Thomas, the youngest, did not cry—but Alec could tell it took a huge effort from the small child. 
 
    “You have to come back and visit us!” Thomas begged, hugging him tight when it was his turn. “The Temple won’t be the same without you!” 
 
    “You’re right,” he said with a grin. “It won’t. It’ll be better.” While Alec had been changing his clothes, he’d talked to Master Diamondspear from the other side of his dressing screen. The Archmage agreed to draft several letters for the leadership of the Temple—the casual cruelties and indifferences the boys had been subject to would soon be a thing of the past. But even without such assurances, Alec knew things would be different from now on. These boys weren’t the same ones he’d met when he first came here—even shy Thomas seemed as brave as a little lion now. 
 
    After promising each boy about a hundred times to both write frequently and return whenever he was able, Alec moved back to Uriel’s side. His eyes felt watery from the effort of holding back tears. He’d resolved not to let the boys see him cry on this day, but it had been hard. Damned hard. 
 
    “Very good,” Uriel said, waving to the boys. “This isn’t goodbye forever, you know. You’ll be seeing Alec again before you know it. Come along now, lad.” 
 
    But Alec hadn’t moved. “Master Diamondspear,” he said, conscious that he shouldn’t use the name Uriel when the two of them were among authority figures. “There’s one more thing I’d like to do before we leave, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    The old man pursed his lips. “What’s that, young man?” 
 
    Alec glanced across the grounds, to the chapel. Its large door stood halfway open, a symbolic gesture meant to state that anyone was free to accept the Archon’s help or mercy at any time. 
 
    “I want to offer a prayer to the Archon,” Alec said. “You can say what you want about your sister and my bloodline, but I’m pretty sure I have him to thank for all of this.” 
 
    Alec knew his Diamondspear heritage was a fabrication, of course. But saying that in front of the boys would have caused problems, and he didn’t need those on his last day. 
 
    Uriel looked thoughtful for a moment, then nodded. “Yes. I do think that would be a good idea, young man. Go ahead, I will wait here. Return to me once you feel the Archon has received your prayer.” 
 
    After a few more goodbyes to the foundlings, Alec made his way across the grounds to the chapel. Dew stuck to the grass, covering it in beads of moisture that clung to the bottoms of his pant legs. He was so intent on brushing it off he almost missed the monk who came around the corner, beckoning toward him. 
 
    “Alec?” the monk asked. 
 
    He glanced up. He’d seen this monk helping Master Abel occasionally. “Yes, David?” 
 
    The monk gestured toward the nearby stairs, his face filled with irritation. “Master Abel wants to see you,” he said, stalking off as soon as his command was fulfilled. Considering the monk worked for Master Abel, Alec couldn’t very well blame him. 
 
    Of course I would have to deal with him today, Alec told himself, taking the stairs. He made a mental note to enter the chapel on the way back down. Uriel could tell him that time was of the essence all he wanted, but Alec knew a thing or two about the world. When it came to great men like Uriel Diamondspear, events moved at their speed, not the other way around. 
 
    He would have preferred to ignore Master Abel’s summons entirely, but the monk would never forget the slight. He might even take it out on the boys in Alec’s care should he be snubbed on this final day of Alec’s employment at the Temple. So he trudged up the tower to the same room where Abel had recently lectured him about the need to keep the boys out until nightfall. My, how things have changed, Alec thought near the top, chuckling to himself. 
 
    Abel’s office remained as messy as ever. The bald monk sat behind his desk, a half-finished plate of breakfast nearly tipping over the side and onto the floor. The man barely noticed—the only thing he had eyes for this morning was Alec himself. 
 
    “Quite a different feeling this morning,” the wizened monk said by way of conversation. “Isn’t it, young man?” 
 
    Abruptly, Alec decided he’d heard enough. Whatever carping Master Abel wanted to do as a means of saying farewell, he’d more than had enough of it over the years. If the man refused to admit that Alec had the potential to become a mage, well, that was his problem, not Alec’s. 
 
    “Listen, Master Abel,” he said, cutting the monk off. “I’m not going to dishonor the name of the Archon Temple or anything like that. I wouldn’t do that to the monks, or the boys. So if you have something cutting you want to say to me, go ahead and get it over with. I’ve said goodbye to the people I really care about, and now all I need to do is offer a prayer of thanks to the Archon for delivering me from this place. So if you would be so kind as to allow me to do that?” 
 
    Master Abel just stared at him. Then the monk sighed and shook his head. “I really have been a terror to you, haven’t I, Alec?” 
 
    Alec started. He’d never heard the monk use his first name before—not once in all the time he’d lived at the Archon Temple. 
 
    The wizened monk rose from his seat, his bones creaking in protest. Master Abel turned to the big picture window behind him, looking out over the Temple grounds with his back to the young man. He laced his fingers together in his fists, projecting confidence and strength—but Alec sensed something like nervousness deep inside of the man. 
 
    “You know, I always saw potential in you, Alec,” he began, shocking Alec into forgetting whatever snide remark he’d prepared to come back with. “I know...I know I haven’t exactly been the best tutor. Yes, I’ve taught you mathematics, the histories, and the sciences, but...I haven’t exactly given you a very good picture of the world, now have I? Of humanity?” 
 
    Alec paused, choosing his words carefully. This would very likely be his last time speaking with Master Abel, and the temptation to tear into him during their final interaction was nearly too strong to resist. But he moderated his tongue, feeling less anger than he’d expected. 
 
    “It seems to me that you’ve taught me much about humanity,” Alec finally said. “You and the other monks. Granted, it wasn’t the prettiest lesson to learn, but it’s one that may stand me in greater stead than many I might have been taught.” 
 
    Master Abel stood at the window for so long Alec began to worry. The man’s shoulders began to shake, and when he turned around, tears beaded in the corners of his eyes. 
 
    “You have been,” Master Abel said thickly, “without a doubt, the most responsible and intelligent young man to pass through the doors of the Archon Temple. Had you elected to remain with us, I firmly believe it would have been no trouble for you to become the Head of our entire organization. You’ve done an amazing job raising those boys—” 
 
    Alec couldn’t believe his ears. “Master Abel—” 
 
    “Let me finish. If it had been anyone else than you the other day in the forest leading them, Alec—anyone else—there would have been a massacre. We wouldn’t be celebrating your ascension with Master Diamondspear; we’d be mourning over a dozen dead children. Your bravery prevented all that. As a monk, I have never fathered children. None of us ever will.” He sighed heavily. “But if I had, I could not have asked the Archon himself to give me one like you.” 
 
    Alec’s mouth worked soundlessly. “Master Abel, I... I don’t know what to say.” His hands went into his pockets, as he could no longer trust them not to shake. “I only wish you’d said these things to me before, sir.” 
 
    “As do I, young man,” Master Abel said. “As do I.” 
 
    For a time, they remained staring at each other. Then Master Abel cleared his throat, changing the topic. “I understand you asked Archmage Diamondspear to request some changes be made when it comes to the foundlings,” the monk said. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Master Abel sat back down. “Rest assured, they will be. I myself will spearhead the reforms. We’ve been far too harsh on those lads, and no one has received the brunt of it worse than you. I promise you, things will change around here once you’re gone.” 
 
    I hope so, Alec thought. The last of his worries fled him. If even Master Abel had experienced a change of heart after the hag attack, then the future was probably rosy for the foundlings of the Archon Temple, indeed. 
 
    “This may surprise you,” Master Abel said, chuckling to himself, “but this was not the reason I requested to speak with you before you leave, young man. Sit, please.” 
 
    Alec did so, though he was becoming increasingly aware of how much time he’d already spent up in Master Abel’s tower. “What else did you need, Master Abel?” 
 
    The monk made a steeple of his fingers, staring at them until Alec wondered if something was wrong. Then he began to speak, in a tone very different from the one he’d used while extolling Alec’s virtues. 
 
    “No matter where you go, young man, the Archon Temple will always be your home. It’s where you have been raised, and therefore you shall always be representing it. Though you carry the blood of the Diamondspear clan in your veins, I suspect there will be very few members of that society who will allow you to forget your humble origins.” 
 
    Alec almost told Master Abel the truth right then and there. Not a drop of Diamondspear blood flowed through Alec’s veins. The revelation of the old monk’s true feelings had shaken Alec to his core. 
 
    “I won’t let you down,” he found himself saying instead. Strangely, this felt like the lecture he’d been expecting from Master Abel upon entering his office. Perhaps the old man still felt like berating him after all? 
 
    Instead of the tongue-lashing he dreaded, Master Abel leaned over and opened a drawer in his desk. It seemed insane that he could find any specific item in such a mess, yet his fingers were swift and sure all the same. “I have something for you,” the monk said, pulling back and slamming the drawer shut. “You may find yourself in need of it soon.” 
 
    What he placed atop his desk—or more accurately, the mess on top of his desk—was a small lacquered box, carved from a wood so dark it was almost black. A line of elegant symbols ringed the lid in gold script, in a language Alec didn’t recognize. Alec had visited the jeweler in town on occasion, and knew that sometimes the men of middle-or-upper class status kept the rings they intended to propose to their beloved within boxes like these. Only he’d never seen one so nice looking before—or so mysterious. 
 
    “There are things you don’t know about your home,” Master Abel explained, pushing the box over to him. “Chiefly among them is the fact that the monks of the Archon Temple were not always quite so… pacifistic. Once this Temple thrilled to the sounds of battle, young man. We were warrior monks, striving to mix inner peace with martial fury. Our finest members rooted out sects of the Traitor Gods’ followers within the Kingdoms of Men, once upon a time.” 
 
    The thought of it filled Alec’s mind with a thousand fantasies. How had Master Matthias or Master Abel never told him about this history? The monks within the Archon Temple all seemed so fragile and old. Had they truly once been fighters? How long ago had they battled the Traitor Gods? 
 
    “Those days have long since passed,” Master Abel said, as if guessing Alec’s thought. “Many of our relics have faded over the years—not to mention the ranks of our monks. The Crown deemed our services no longer necessary generations ago. However, any cursory look at the state of the world tells a thinking man that such times may be coming back—and sooner than we think. I want you to have this. Go on, open it.” 
 
    Alec did so. At first the box refused to give, as if it had been glued shut. Then a pale golden light shined from a crack inside and the box popped open as easily as any jewelry box from the market. A magical seal, Alec thought, the touch of magic thrilling him. 
 
    Within the box lay a twisted silver ring, topped with a garnet the size of a coin. The interior of the gem overlapped with black and red streaks, as cloudy as a thunderstorm and as dark as a drop of heart’s blood. Such a ring wasn’t worth as much as a diamond or an emerald, but Alec suspected this relic was priceless nonetheless. 
 
    “What is this?” Alec asked, taking the ring from the box and putting it in his palm. It felt strangely weighty against his hand, projecting an image of solidity far beyond its mere size. 
 
    “This,” Master Abel said with pride, “is the Shield Ring. In each generation, the finest specimen of the Archon Temple wore it into battle, relying on its magic to provide defense against the Shadow. Like many of the magic items which exist throughout the world, this one binds itself to its wearer, and increases in power as the wearer increases in power.” Master Abel paused. “In this generation, lad, Matthias and I have decided the Ring should go to you.” 
 
    Alec stared down at the ring, unable to believe it. Generations of warrior monks had worn this ring, bringing it with them into a thousand victorious fights. And now it belonged to him? 
 
    “Go on,” Master Abel urged. “Put it on. Let’s see if it fits.” 
 
    It did—as both he and Abel knew it would. What they hadn’t known was that the moment it settled onto Alec’s finger, the jewel began to thrum with hidden power. His right hand felt as if it had been dipped into ice cold water, pins and needles breaking his skin. 
 
    Suddenly the air filled with light. A shield of segmented plates, like the armor on a knight’s mail, snapped into place over his left forearm. He let out a yelp, jerking the limb, and the light moved as he moved. It refused to budge. When he slammed it into a stack of papers on Master Abel’s desk, they flew into the air in all directions. 
 
    Master Abel stared like he’d just seen a ghost. “It...it worked!?” the monk whispered. “By the Gods… Alec, I didn’t expect you to actually activate it!” 
 
    Alec stared down at the strange gauntlet, his fear turning to excitement. “It’s beautiful,” he said, holding up his hand. “Sorry about the mess.” 
 
    Master Abel waved the pile off with a gesture. “Young man, no one has been able to make the Shield Ring do that for...well, for many years. I meant it merely as a good-luck charm for your journey. The fact that it will actually defend you, well—it certainly gladdens this old heart!” 
 
    It made Alec feel better, as well. He flexed his arm, watching with something like pride as the segmented plates of light bent and shifted around him. Magic like this was powerful, indeed. If I’d had this when I faced down the hag, he thought, she never would have stood a chance. 
 
    The thought chilled him, cutting through his glee. He’d be likely to face down much worse things than the hag before his journey was done. 
 
    “Others have attempted to activate it throughout the years.” Master Abel took no note of Alec’s emotional state. “I myself even slipped the Shield Ring on at one point, wondering if there might be some trick to awakening its magic.” He laughed and shook his head. “Apparently, all it needed was the right finger. The item is soulbound to you now, Alec—truly, the Archon has chosen you for great things.” 
 
    The mention of the Archon caused Alec to remember his promise. “I need to go down to the chapel,” he realized, tucking the hand with the Shield Ring into his robes. “I pledged to thank the Archon for what he’s given to me before I leave with Archmage Diamondspear.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s a very good idea,” Master Abel said. A little of his old grumpy personality shone through at the remark, though it was tempered with his newfound respect for the young man. “Visiting the Archon’s altar will do you nothing but good, young man. All gifts originate from the Archon, no matter whose hand they may come from.” 
 
    “I know,” Alec said with a nod. 
 
    A cloud moved over the sun outside, bathing the courtyard in shadow. Master Abel rose from behind his desk, wincing a bit at a flare of pain in his aged bones. “There is much I wish I had time to say to you,” he admitted, regret deepening the lines in his face. “But time is of the essence. And I imagine Archmage Diamondspear is not accustomed to waiting.” He extended a hand. “Best of luck, young Alec.” 
 
    Alec stared at the hand for a long moment. Then, quite unexpectedly, he pulled the old monk into a hug. Master Abel froze, nearly startled out of his wits—then he hugged Alec back, chuckling to himself. 
 
    “Truly a day for firsts,” the older man grumbled, setting himself back down. “Well, go on with you! Don’t make me tell you twice, young man! You’d best be getting on.” 
 
    Alec agreed. He turned to go—when suddenly a voice cut through his thoughts. 
 
    “Come downstairs immediately.” The words sounded even and sure in his head, echoing within the cage of his skull. “There is much we need to discuss before we depart. Do not tarry.” 
 
    A bolt of lightning could not have provoked such a sudden change in Alec. He froze in his tracks, his jaw nearly hitting the floor. He’d never heard such a voice before—yet he knew deep in his bones who the speaker was. 
 
    It was the voice of the Archon. It could be no other. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alec raced down the spiraling staircase, his feet struggling to keep up with his thoughts. Was he going mad, or had he truly heard the voice of the Archon inside of his head? The thought felt impossible—but he’d heard the words, as clear as the bells in the Archon Temple’s bell tower. They still rang in his head, echoing with the deep, sure tones of the Archon. 
 
    Do not tarry. He certainly wouldn’t! 
 
    Without a thought for Archmage Diamondspear or his airship, Alec reached the bottom of the tower stairs and crossed the short distance to the chapel. No one called to him; if they had, he’d have ignored them entirely. His right hand, newly adorned with the Shield Ring of the Archon Temple’s warriors, trembled uncontrollably in his pocket. 
 
    It was no small thing to hear the voice of the Archon. Only the fact that there had been other historically documented instances of the phenomenon convinced Alec he wasn’t going insane. But in Master Matthias’s histories, the Archon only spoke to the great figures of history: the heads of a noble house, or the general of a mighty army on the night before a decisive battle. Never had someone so young—or from such an unrefined background—heard His voice. 
 
    Though I suppose I am a Diamondspear now, Alec told himself, slipping through the narrow gap in the chapel’s doors. By name, if not by blood. What would the Archon possibly want with me? 
 
    The chapel was one of Alec’s favorite places in all the Archon Temple. The high, vaulted ceilings gave the place an atmosphere that was at once majestic and intimate. Truly, this was a place for man to commune with things higher than himself—beings outside of the normal realm of time and space. Tapestries hung from the walls, each depicting one of the miracles of the Archon upon his arrival in the mortal realm. 
 
    Wooden pews sat in rows lining the chapel, but Alec ignored these. Under the circumstances, he didn’t want to sit in the back and offer a silent prayer to the Gods. He moved directly to the altar near the front of the chapel, preparing to drop to his knees. 
 
    A statue of the Archon overlooked the altar, surrounded by symbols representing the elements he’d commanded. His mastery over the world had been absolute, yet now no man knew where the Archon had gone. Would he ever return? Did speaking words in the minds of men satisfy him, or would more be needed in the war against the Shadow? 
 
    Alec struggled to clear his mind as he dropped to his knees before the altar. The words of a dozen prayers came easily to his lips, all hymns taught to him at a young age by the Temple’s monks. None of them felt right for the moment. Still trembling, with the words of the Archon ringing in his ears, he decided to simply speak from the heart. 
 
    “Mighty Archon,” Alec whispered, removing his hands from his pockets and clasping them before him. He closed his eyes, the flames from the altar leaving afterimages on the inside of his eyelids. “I don’t know why you’ve seen fit to bestow the gift of magic upon me, but I appreciate it. I promise to use it as wisely as I can, to protect the innocent from the wrath of the Shadow.” 
 
    He waited, in case the Archon decided to speak again. He’d said there was much the two of them needed to discuss, hadn’t He? Clearly He was just waiting for the right moment to reveal Himself. 
 
    Nothing happened. Alec cleared his throat and continued. 
 
    “I ask that you keep the other boys safe while I’m traveling with Master Diamondspear. Watch over them and protect them—especially Thomas. He’s putting up a brave front now, but I’m worried that’s going to go away in a hurry once I’m gone.” 
 
    Why was he prattling on like this? Surely the Archon didn’t concern Himself with the affairs of foundlings like his friends. Least of all the smallest and most vulnerable among them, who wasn’t able to defend himself. 
 
    Or maybe He did. Maybe that was exactly what He cared about. 
 
    “I’m putting up a front, as well,” Alec admitted, chuckling a little. It felt strange to be speaking so casually to the Archon, as if He were a good friend—yet something felt right about it, too. “I know I may look like I’m taking this well, mighty Archon, but you know my heart. You know I’m utterly terrified.” His chuckles turned to a laugh. “Me, a mage. About to travel on an airship with Archmage Diamondspear!” 
 
    He opened one eye a crack. The statue of the Archon stared down at him impassively, its chiseled stone features calm and regal. Alec thought the representation looked more than a little bit like Uriel Diamondspear, and wondered if the sculptor had been trying to please the Archmage’s predecessor. 
 
    “Just… help me out as much as you can,” Alec said, feeling helpless. This wasn’t at all how he’d pictured this conversation going. He hadn’t expected it to be so one-sided. “I promise to try and do a good job. I’ll carry the Shield Ring with honor, and make the monks of the Temple proud of me. I hope. But any assistance you could provide me along the way, just know I’d really, really appreciate it—” 
 
    Someone was kneeling next to him. In the time he’d been speaking, he hadn’t noticed someone else slipping into the chapel. The intruder had moved so soundlessly that they clearly hadn’t been heard until they’d wanted him to hear them. Alec’s eyes flew open. 
 
    An elf knelt next to him. For a moment he thought it was the messenger who’d delivered the dagger and the letter to him, riding up to the gates of the Archon Temple on his white horse. Then he met the kneeling figure’s eyes and gasped. 
 
    He knew this person far better than the messenger. Tanuin knelt next to him. 
 
    The corner of the elven ranger’s lips curled upward in a knowing smirk. “Look at you,” Tanuin said, beaming with pride. “You’ve grown, Alec. In more ways than one, it seems.” 
 
    Alec sprang to his feet. Before Tanuin could rise from his knees, Alec was on him. He hugged the elven ranger tightly, nearly knocking him onto the floor. Tanuin’s eyes went wide with shock as Alec embraced him, and the elf just barely managed to keep his footing. 
 
    “You! Where the hell have you been!?” Alec broke the embrace, helping Tanuin to his feet. To his surprise, the elven ranger stood only an inch or two taller than him. The last time they’d seen each other, Alec had barely come up to the man’s shoulder. “Why did you send me that letter? And the knife? Where have you been, Tanuin!?” 
 
    The elf began to laugh. “I see some things never change. You might be taller, but you’re still the boy with a thousand questions, Alec.” 
 
    “I thought you were dead,” Alec said. The words tasted like ash in his mouth. “Master Abel told me you were probably lying face down in a ditch somewhere.” 
 
    Tanuin’s eyebrows rose. “Surely you didn’t believe him?” 
 
    “Of course not. But until I got that letter from you, I didn’t know for sure!” 
 
    That brought a smile to the elf’s face. “If you’ve started believing what Master Abel has to say, you really are a different man than the one I left five years ago. What else has changed around here in the time I’ve been gone?” 
 
    Alec’s head swam. “So much, Tanuin. So, so much. There are so many things I need to tell you…” 
 
    “And I you,” the elf said, his eyes sliding toward the aisle between the pews. It was then that Alec realized Tanuin hadn’t come alone. A pretty young elf stood waiting for the two of them, her long chestnut hair in shimmering waves down her back. Where Tanuin would have lounged insolently against one of the nearby pews, this woman stood straight as a spear, as if she were about to be judged on her posture. She looked to be around the same age as Tanuin, but of course Alec couldn’t tell for sure. With elves, they could be ten years older than you or a hundred—it never showed on their faces. 
 
    The woman looked askance at the statue of the Archon, as if the image made her uncomfortable. “We should speak outside,” she said, giving Tanuin a sharp glance. 
 
    The elven ranger laughed. “Of course,” he said, patting Alec on the back. “I doubt the monks have changed much in the last five years. They won’t want us laughing and joking in their sacred space. I’ll explain everything outside—we have much to catch up on!” 
 
    Alec wanted dearly to sit down with his friend and have a long, welcoming chat. But he hadn’t finished his business with the Archon yet. 
 
    “I will, in a minute,” he said, turning back to the altar. “There’s something I have to do first.” 
 
    Tanuin looked startled. “You want to pray? My goodness, you really have changed in the last five years, haven’t you? Become quite the pious young man.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Alec said. It would take too long to explain in detail—better to save it for later. “I think the Archon is responsible for making me a mage. I don’t think I was one before yesterday.” 
 
    Tanuin and the newcomer shared a look, and suddenly Alec knew his old friend had been keeping tabs on him while he was away. He knew far more than he was letting on. “We’ve heard something about that,” the elven ranger admitted. “News…” 
 
    “...travels fast,” Alec finished with a chuckle. “I’ve been hearing that a lot lately when it comes to the Archon Temple, Tanuin. You and your friend go wait outside. I’ll be out in just a minute.” 
 
    With a shrug, Tanuin and the newcomer did just that. As the pair slipped out of the open chapel doors, Alec returned to his knees before the altar. He closed his eyes, intending to thank the Archon for responding to his prayer so quickly. After all, he’d asked for help—and what could help him more than having his best friend returned to him? 
 
    As the words of thanks sprang to his lips, he realized he was kneeling on something even softer than the steps of the altar. 
 
    He opened his eyes to find a garment laying across the steps to the altar. Its fabric was a deep red, the shade of the carpet that would line a king’s throne room. Lifting his knees, he pried it out from beneath him and held it up, marveling at its quality. He’d wager even Uriel Diamondspear didn’t have a cloak this fine. The material shimmered, its touch silky beneath his fingers yet stronger than the simple fabrics and leathers the monks wore. 
 
    How had it gotten here? Tanuin certainly hadn’t left it behind. Alec would have seen it, or anything his new friend had tried to tuck beneath his knees on the altar. He looked around the empty chapel, half-expecting a monk or one of the boys to leap out behind a tapestry and laugh at him. 
 
    No such thing happened. Instead, a solitary beam of light broke through the ceiling, illuminating the fabric in his fingers. It shone with a thousand different shades of red, sparkling before his eyes like a vision. A deep, booming voice sounded in his head: 
 
    “For you, my child. A gift that will protect you from whoever may seek to do you harm. Wear the Bloodcloak well, for it is one of a kind.” 
 
    The words shocked Alec to his core. For the second time that day, he had heard the voice of the Archon. 
 
    A chill passed through his body, and without meaning to he drew the cloak around himself. Instantly the cold feeling passed. It felt warm and safe around his shoulders—as if he’d owned it all his life, rather than only for a few moments. 
 
    “Thank you,” Alec whispered to the statue of the Archon.  
 
    He clasped the robe closed around his shoulders and hastened to catch up with Tanuin and his new friend. He wasn’t sure what he thanked the Archon for, exactly: the robe? The ring, the dagger, the friends he was finally seeing after so long? Perhaps it was for all of it. Either way, the Archon clearly understood. 
 
    He emerged into the daylight, striding across the Temple grounds with renewed vigor and confidence. Tanuin stood a short distance away, conversing with Uriel Diamondspear. It didn’t shock Alec at all that the two spoke to each other like they’d known each over for a long time. Clearly Tanuin knew far more about current events than a wandering elven ranger should. His companion stood a polite distance away, far enough not to eavesdrop on the conversation but close enough to keep an eye on things. 
 
    As he approached, the female elf’s gaze traveled to him. For a moment her shoulders tensed, then she dismissed him as not a threat. Alec smiled at her, receiving a scowl in return. Sunny woman, Alec thought ruefully. Wonder what Tanuin sees in her. 
 
    Uriel turned as Alec reached the pair, smiling down at Alec. “I see you have a new cloak,” the man said, looking past Alec to the open chapel door. “A gift from one of the monks?” 
 
    “No,” Alec said, shaking his head in wonder. “At least, I don’t think so. Right after Tanuin left, it was just… sitting there on the steps to the altar, waiting for me. I think it’s a gift from the Archon.” 
 
    Uriel gave him a knowing look. “Right. Aren’t all things gifts from the Archon?” 
 
    The words were so similar to what Master Abel had told him that it tickled the back of Alec’s brain. Suddenly he wondered if there was anything that happened in the Temple Grounds that the Archmage didn’t see. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Tanuin said with a laugh. “If I’d wanted to give you some fancy new clothes, I would’ve simply handed them to you with a bow like a normal person.” The elf’s fingers seized a fold of the cloak, held it up to the light. “And I certainly wouldn’t have been able to afford anything this fine,” he added with a worried expression. 
 
    A moment later, Uriel’s own face matched the elf’s look. “This is no ordinary garment,” the Archmage whispered, taken aback. “This is the Bloodcloak!” 
 
    Alec nibbled his bottom lip nervously. “Bloodcloak? That’s what He called it, I think.” 
 
    Tanuin stared at him. “What who called it?” 
 
    A nervous laugh escaped Alec’s throat. “The voice in my head. I heard it while I was praying. P-perhaps it was the Archon?” 
 
    He’d meant it half jokingly, but the look on Uriel’s face was anything but. “To see the Bloodcloak again, after all these years,” the old man muttered. “Truly you are highly favored, Alec. My goodness. I wonder if I haven’t bitten off more than I can chew in my twilight years.” 
 
    Alec wanted to ask more, but just then the elven woman strode forward. As if they’d agreed on this introduction beforehand, Tanuin gestured toward her without looking, dropping into a smooth bow. “This is my… traveling companion,” he said, his voice catching only a bit mid-sentence. “Her name is Eleira, and she’s a wood elf. She’s been a great help during my travels. She’ll be coming with us to Northmund, and attending the Academy with Alec.” 
 
    The Academy. It made Alec’s heart flutter in his chest. To think that was their destination! His gaze sought out Eleira, but the woman had nothing but scowls for this proclamation. Alec wondered what made a wood elf different from any other kind of elf—Eleira’s skin looked a shade or two darker than Tanuin’s, but no human who looked at them would have said anything other than he was looking at two elves. 
 
    “She’s an orphan,” Tanuin said with a glance back at the female elf. “Like you, Alec. She only recently discovered her highborn nature—she’s a lost member of the Leafwalker Dynasty. She’ll be the first one to attend the Academy in quite a long while, and we’re all very pleased.” 
 
    She doesn’t look pleased, Alec thought, watching the elven woman pout. What’s wrong with her? Perhaps all women behaved this way. He’d met so few of them, after all. But there’d been that woman who worked in the cafeteria for a season when he was younger, and sometimes maidens came from the town at the bottom of the forest to serve as maids for the monks. No, women weren’t all cranky and distempered—just this one. Why? 
 
    “We’ll be traveling together,” Uriel said with a kindly smile. “You and your friend Tanuin will have ample opportunity to catch up on the last five years.” 
 
    Five years. Alec wanted to be angry, having been separated from Tanuin for so long without explanation. But as always, he found it difficult to hold a grudge where the elven ranger was concerned. It was impossible to stay irritated at Tanuin for long—the elf simply inspired joy and mischief wherever he went. The last few days had provided so many wondrous things that his anger dissolved, melting away like the remnants of his prayer to the Archon. 
 
    Any misgivings Alec had about the situation disappeared when Uriel next spoke. 
 
    Just then, the roar of engines sounded over the square. The massive airship tethered to the bell tower rocked back and forth, shuddering to life like a great beast. 
 
    “Ah!” Uriel looked exceedingly pleased. “I believe our transport has been adequately prepared. Shall we be off, then?” 
 
    An airship, Alec thought, growing dizzy. He was actually going to fly on an airship! 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Archmage Diamondspear led the group out of the square, Alec heard a cough just behind him. He turned mid-stride to see the elf woman matching his pace, looking him up and down with a strange expression on her ageless features. 
 
    “Hello,” Alec said. Normally he would have had to force a smile to speak to this woman, but today required no such awkwardness. It would have been harder not to smile. “I’m Alec. Tanuin said your name is Eleira?” 
 
    The woman frowned at him, a line appearing across her forehead. “I know you, Alec. Tanuin’s told me a great deal about you.” 
 
    “Has he?” Alec glanced at the ranger’s back. Tanuin walked next to Uriel, the two quietly discussing matters of fuel, food and armaments on the airship. “I’m afraid I don’t know anything about you, though…” 
 
    The elf woman’s eyes narrowed. “What’s your relationship to Archmage Diamondspear?” He found her words just as frank as her gaze. Perhaps elves were like this when they hadn’t spent a long time among humans, learning their ways? Alec found the whole thing somewhat rude. 
 
    “He’s my uncle,” Alec said. The lie came smoothly, just as Archmage Diamondspear had taught him. “I’m his sister’s bastard son. We only just discovered—” 
 
    “No you’re not,” the woman said, cutting him off. She shook her head. “Fine, then. Keep your secrets. Believe me, I understand not wanting everyone to know your business.” 
 
    The group turned a corner, heading toward the bell tower. The airship was tethered to the edifice of stone, swaying gently in the wind. Every few moments, a tremor passed through the engines as they spooled up, preparing for flight. To Alec’s eyes, Archmage Diamondspear’s airship resembled a great beast—one none too happy to be caged. Such a device belonged among the clouds, flying from kingdom to kingdom. 
 
    His reverie kept him from seeing the shoe in his path. Alec stumbled, nearly losing his footing, and bumped into Uriel’s back in an attempt to right himself. The party paused, Uriel and Tanuin sharing a confused look as they tried to see what had made Alec trip. 
 
    “What in the world?” Uriel asked. “Careful, young man!” 
 
    “I tripped,” Alec said, looking at the spot where he’d just been. A single shoe lay in the path, the laces undone and spread out across the pavement. It was very tiny, designed for a young boy, and Alec recognized it instantly. “That’s Thomas’s shoe. Oh no…” 
 
    “Who’s Thomas?” Tanuin asked, stiffening at Alec’s tone. 
 
    “The youngest boy,” Alec explained. “I was worried he’d be bullied once I left. It looks like whoever did this couldn’t even wait for me to get on the airship!” 
 
    He’d expected them to laugh. But Uriel’s expression hardened, filling with far more than mere concern for the treatment of a young boy at the hands of his peers. “I think we’d better return that shoe to its owner,” the Archmage said. Just like that, the airship had been put on the back burner. “And make sure the boy is alright.” 
 
    Alec picked the shoe up. “He might have just lost it,” he mused, glancing over the short wall toward the vegetable garden. The vast majority of the Temple’s food was grown there, and Thomas preferred it to all other spaces in the grounds to play in. “The shoe’s a little too big for him, you see, so it falls off easily.” 
 
    Uriel nodded. Alec could tell he didn’t believe the shoe had just fallen off. 
 
    That was alright, though. Alec didn’t believe it either. 
 
    They picked up the pace as they made their way through the vegetable garden. In their wisdom, the monks had cut narrow lanes between the rows of produce so the foundlings and servants could make their way through without disturbing the plants. Alec took one of these, with Tanuin and Uriel in another. The strange elven woman Eleira followed at a distance behind Alec, that eternal frown stretching the corners of her lips. 
 
    Soon they were beyond the grounds of the Temple proper. Alec’s heart pounded harder in his chest as he realized just how far Thomas would have had to travel barefoot to have ‘lost’ his shoe. The sound of raised voices reached his ears, and he broke into a dead run. 
 
    Just around the corner, a group of bandits stood in a circle around two boys, laughing and taunting them. Thomas and Mortimer stood in the middle, the latter with his hand over the place where his hollow eye socket lay. The bandits had stolen his eyepatch! 
 
    “Please just let us go!” Thomas whimpered, tears streaming down his cheeks. Both of his shoes had disappeared, and his bare feet were covered in dirt. “We don’t have any money! We swear!” 
 
    Alec pulled the dagger from his belt. Though the strange magical aura did not spill from its hilt at being drawn, it was still six good inches of cold, hard steel. It felt good in his hand, as if it had been waiting just for this. 
 
    “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size,” he yelled, raising his voice. “Wait—it’s you!?” 
 
    He stared into the eyes of the lead bandit. He recognized the man instantly. He’d been a member of the band that attacked his group on their way back with food for the winter. He remembered the sabotaged caravan, the obvious trap that he’d sprung. When the carnage cleared, only one bandit had survived to fight another day. This man. 
 
    Apparently, ‘another day’ meant today. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like at this!”  
 
    “There you are!” The bandit’s smile stretched across his face like a rictus, a look much harsher than the neutral one he wore on the wanted posters hung up around town. “I was hoping to catch a couple of young’uns to sell off, but little did I know I’d find you here. I owe you a little pain, boy.” 
 
    Alec gritted his teeth. “I should have killed you when I had the chance.”  
 
    “Probably.” The bandit laughed, murder in his eyes. “You know, you really messed up my plans when you killed my friends a year ago. It’s time for me to return the favor!” 
 
    Each of the bandits drew long, vicious-looking knives. Thomas and Mortimer trembled, dropping to the ground on their hands and knees. Alec brandished his dagger, hoping he looked braver than he felt. 
 
    The sound of chanting echoed behind him. When Alec turned, the elven woman Eleira had her eyes closed and had begun speaking in a tongue completely unlike any he’d heard before. Harsh, guttural syllables passed her lips as energy built around her body, the air crackling with magic. The temperature dropped as if a storm approached, and fear shone in the eyes of the bandits. 
 
    Then something inside of Eleira broke. The magic fizzled, sputtering out like a candle’s flame before a deluge. The woman’s scowl deepened to unseen lengths, her eyes widening with shock as her attempt to cast magic failed. 
 
    “Ha!” the lead bandit howled. “Looks like the little bitch isn’t a true mage after all!” 
 
    Two of the bandits seized Eleira, intent on keeping her from casting another spell. She writhed in their grip, losing her footing, and the edges of Alec’s vision began to go red. The way the bandits treated her enraged him—far, far more than simple bullying would have. His senses felt inflamed all at once as the beastly men tried to drag the beautiful elf girl away. 
 
    Just then, he heard a strangled cry. He expected Uriel and Tanuin, but a different duo emerged: two men who could not have been in a worse place at a worse time. Masters Matthias and Abel, who’d come running at the feeling of magic in the air. 
 
    “Bandits!” Abel hissed, dragging his limping leg before him. “Let those boys go, you damned brigands! Run now, or we’ll call the guards and have you all hanged!” 
 
    The lead bandit stepped out in front of the boys. “Oh no,” he said, pleasure evident in his grin. “That’s not at all how this is going to go, old man. You and your friend here are going to be nice and quiet. Otherwise those two little boys my men have are going to get gutted like pigs.” 
 
    Every eye in the square traveled to Thomas and Mortimer. The two looked utterly terrified at the prospect of facing those sharp, vicious-looking knives. “No please!” Mortimer begged, afraid to raise his voice too loud. “Don’t!” 
 
    No one else can help them, Alec thought. Just like no one else could help Marcus escape from the hag… 
 
    Alec knew what he had to do. 
 
    This time, it wasn’t difficult to reach out to his magic. It reacted based on need—and he had a mighty need to save the people around him. With the danger his friends were in, seizing his powers proved as easily as reaching out to adjust a button on his shirt. 
 
    A small pond lay at the edge of the vegetable garden, a kind of cistern that the monks used to irrigate the rows of produce. A small, somewhat misshapen statue of a unicorn stood in front of the pond, a group project put together by a previous generation of the Archon Temple’s foundlings. 
 
    Alec reached for that pond with his powers, pulling its energy into himself. Energy flowed into his fingertips, just as it had with the flames and the plant stems. Just as before, he felt it inside of him—but as it was water, the sensation this time around didn’t feel quite so unpleasant. Thinking of the unicorn statue, he molded the power inside of his mind and released it. 
 
    A unicorn made of churning water raced from the pond, charging directly at the bandits. They had just enough time to cry out in disbelief and surprise before the beast slammed into one of them, hitting the man just as hard as a real horse would. It galloped over two more men, trampling them beneath foamy hooves as the rest of the bandits scattered to the four winds. Thomas and Mortimer took one look at the unicorn and gasped, then booked it to the safety of Eleira’s embrace. 
 
    Alec stepped forward with his dagger. Something told him to sheathe it back on his belt, and he did so. Then he reached for the Diamondspear. The baton felt like a living thing in his hands, pulsing and vibrating with barely repressed energy. I wonder if it’s like the Shield Ring, Alec thought dimly. Growing in power along with the user—becoming more dangerous the more magic I wield. 
 
    He decided to test the thought. Sparks flew between his body and the weapon as he extended the Diamondspear to its full length—a kind of link between him and the blade. The angry redness at the edges of his vision returned, filling him with bloodlust. It made the way he’d felt the first time he fought the bandits feel sedate and exhausted in comparison. 
 
    He charged. 
 
    Three bandits who’d just managed to escape the hooves of the unicorn turned to face him. Three sets of knives, versus his one spear. Wielded by men who’d trained to kill, against a boy who’d only recently come of age. 
 
    And yet it was so easy. The first bandit struck out with his knife, seeking Alec’s heart. The Shield Ring flashed across his wrist, forming a protective barrier that parried the blow skillfully. 
 
    The shocked bandit had just enough time to scream as the Diamondspear plunged into his neck. 
 
    Both of the remaining bandits shared a look. The confidence they’d had moments ago fell off their faces—these were now men who knew it was kill or be killed. This made them more dangerous, of course, but Alec had something they didn’t. 
 
    Anger. Righteous anger. 
 
    He slammed the Shield Ring’s barrier into the second bandit’s face, then tugged the Diamondspear free of the already-dead bandit to strike at the third. The third bandit, a man barely older than Alec with a wispy blonde goatee, ducked beneath the strike. When he rose to his feet, he had his dead partner’s knife in his other hand. 
 
    The man struck out again and again, trying to get past Alec’s defenses. Even with the Shield Ring to block the blows against his right side, he found himself struggling to turn the blade. It’s like Archmage Diamondspear said, he thought. A cornered animal fights the hardest. People are capable of so much when their back is to the wall. 
 
    The second bandit recovered just enough to run. He scooped up Thomas, seizing him before the boy could make it to the elf girl, and bolted toward the forest. 
 
    Pure rage burned like a fire in Alec’s veins. With a roar that couldn’t have come from his own throat he lunged forward, burying the Diamondspear in another bandit’s guts. It wasn’t a killing blow—but it did disable the man, sending him to the ground in a heap clutching his stomach. Not a clean kill, and a terrible way to die. 
 
    Alec turned away without a thought for ending the man’s suffering. All he could see was Thomas disappearing into the woods—little Thomas who’d been brave as a lion—in the arms of the last bandit. 
 
    More energy flowed from his fingers, only to fizzle like the elf girl’s spell. Alec’s vision swam, the world going all dizzy the way he felt when he’d missed a meal or two. He reached harder, pushing with mental muscles he’d never used before, but the magic refused to come. The trick he’d done with the unicorn had sapped whatever power he had—for the moment, at least. 
 
    I’m going to lose him! Alec thought. The bandit was already at the treeline, Thomas screaming and writhing in the man’s burly arms. In another few seconds, he’d be too far into the trees to see. They could send a search party into the woods, but they’d likely never find the man—nor would they find Thomas. 
 
    A whisper seared Alec’s brain. It felt similar to the strange touch of the Archon, but quieter. Almost like a whisper of silk. 
 
    It was his cloak. The Bloodcloak called to him, whispering in a tone that made the hair stand up on the back of his neck. Use my power, it cried, flapping in the wind.  
 
    Alec wasn’t sure what the cloak meant, but he gripped the cloak and focused. And felt a sudden wrenching sensation that made him queasy. 
 
    The bandit continued running—but now he was running toward Alec, not away from him. Within a blink, the Bloodcloak had teleported him away from the vegetable garden and into a safe spot a short distance within the woods. The bandit, with his eyes fixed behind him on the lookout for an arrow or a throwing dagger, didn’t realize he was running almost right up to Alec’s side. 
 
    Alec felt a pang of regret as he drew the Diamondspear. Not for the bandit, whom he’d already decided had to die—but for Thomas, who’d have to witness what he was about to do. 
 
    Just as he reached Alec, the bandit became aware of who he’d been running towards. The man’s eyes nearly popped out of his head as he skidded to a stop, Thomas writhing in his arms. To his credit, the bandit realized the truth of the situation almost immediately: he dropped Thomas to the dirt, raising his hands in a gesture of supplication. 
 
    “Please,” the man grunted, his tone so different from the cruel one he’d used only moments before. “Don’t—!” 
 
    Alec struck. As the Diamondspear flashed in his hand, it felt less like he wielded the weapon than the weapon wielded him. He was its instrument of divine retribution, a fast and brutal combatant who dealt out justice without mercy. The spear’s tip slashed through the bandit’s throat, cutting off his shameful begging. 
 
    The man sank to his knees, blood staining the grass. He looked up at Alec a moment longer, an unreadable expression in his eyes, then fell sideways into the dirt. Thomas lay just beyond him, curled up into a ball and whimpering. 
 
    Instantly, the feeling of vengeance within Alec dissolved. How could he have done such a thing? He looked down at the man at his feet, no longer seeing anything that resembled justice. It was just the corpse of a bandit—a man who’d have hurt his friends given half a chance. His gorge rose, and he felt like he would be sick. 
 
    Thomas’s cry steadied him. The boy rose to his knees with a whimper, looking up at Alec with a mixture of awe and dread. Alec realized he was still holding the Diamondspear, fully extended, with blood dripping from the tip. He retracted it hastily, returning the weapon to its baton form, and shoved it into his robes with a faint sick feeling. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said, lifting the boy into his arms. Damn it. He shouldn’t have had to see this. I should have spared the bandit. He deserved to be locked in a cell, not slaughtered like an animal! 
 
    Something dark had taken hold of Alec as he wielded the Diamondspear. Of that, he was certain. It had steadied his mind, provided him with a deep sense of purpose as he fought his way through the bandits. But the aftereffects shook him to his very core. 
 
    He remembered the way some of the guards would talk about drinking too much during the night and being sick the next day. Hung over, they’d called it, as if the effects of the alcohol were like a stubborn rainstorm that refused to give way to a sunny day. Alec had never been drunk, but he felt now that he understood those guards a lot better than he once had. The Diamondspear had done something similar to him. 
 
    Mortimer and Eleira remained near the spot the bandits had attacked. In the short span he’d been in the trees, several guards from inside the Temple grounds had come, weapons at the ready. Master Abel and Master Matthias looked both happy to see him and a little terrified. 
 
    As Alec set Thomas down, Uriel emerged. The Archmage had taken his time catching up with the rest of the group. As a result, he’d missed the fighting entirely. His ancient eyes took in the sight of the dead men on the ground, giving them a long, cold look. His gaze traveled to Alec, and sympathy filled his face. 
 
    Before Alec could take a single step, Thomas hugged him tightly.  
 
    “Thank you,” the boy murmured, proving that he was brave despite the trembling he’d done earlier. “If you hadn’t come when you did, Alec, me and Mortimer would be with those bandits right now!” 
 
    Alec thought the bandits would have done something much worse than simple abduction to the boys, but he didn’t dare tell Thomas that. Instead, he squeezed the boy back and told him to go join the monks. “You did wonderfully,” he told Thomas, rubbing his sandy hair. “You were brave as a lion.” 
 
    Thomas went off, beaming, and Alec turned to Archmage Diamondspear. 
 
    “Alec,” the older man said. There was an entire speech contained in that single word. “You bloodied the Diamondspear.” 
 
    A bone-deep weariness stole over Alec. Despite the brightness of the day, it felt as if a cloud had just rolled in front of his soul. The blue sky felt curiously gray, and he swayed on his feet. 
 
    “Yes,” the boy admitted, glancing toward the treeline. “I had to stop the bandit from making his way off with Thomas. I know I should have let the guards arrest him, but... it was like I couldn’t think straight. It felt so right to bring the man down with the Diamondspear. It felt like justice—” 
 
    Uriel nodded sagely. A deep sigh emerged from his lips, his shoulders sinking. “I wish I’d had time to warn you, young man,” he said, his short beard swaying in the wind. “I should have told you about the Diamondspear’s effects when I first gave it to you. I did not expect it to be necessary this early.” 
 
    Alec glanced over at the happy group of boys. Now that the bandits were dead, Mortimer and Thomas talked excitedly with Eleira, Master Matthias, and Master Abel. Already they’d embellished their part in events to be larger than it had been: by the time they made it back to the rest of the foundlings, they’d likely be the heroes of the story. The thought alleviated his troubled mind after using the Diamondspear to kill the bandits.  
 
    “What about the Diamondspear’s effects?” he asked his mentor. “It almost felt as if it were affecting my mind.” 
 
    Uriel’s lips formed a tight little line. “It is the way of the Diamondspear,” the old man explained. “A burden every member of our storied line must bear. Since time immemorial, the members of the Diamondspear clan are—and have always been—battle mages.” 
 
    The thought sent Alec’s mind into overdrive. He knew this weapon had once belonged to Uriel’s sister. How many generations of Diamondspear men and women had carried into battle, mixing their martial prowess with their gift for magic? His weapon had a storied history, indeed. 
 
    “We defend the innocent,” Uriel said with pride. “Protect the weak against the strong, as you did today. And in doing so, one must not flinch from the heinous acts that must sometimes be committed in the name of that protection. The Diamondspear is what gives our clan the fortitude to do what needs to be done, young man.” 
 
    Alec felt humbled by the man’s speech. He bowed low, tucking the baton deeper into his robes. Something about it whispered to him still; an echo of the thrill that sang in his veins during battle. He rejected it consciously, knowing there was no longer a need for it here. All his enemies were dead—for now. 
 
    A crowd had begun to gather at the disruption to the day. A number of peasants who worked in and around the Archon Temple’s grounds gathered near the vegetable patch, their faces going pale or surging with triumph at the sight of the defeated bandits. Master Matthias and Abel kept the peace, answering the questions of anyone who asked for more information. As Alec watched, two men came from within the Temple carrying a stretcher, ready to begin the work of transporting the bodies outside the grounds to be buried. 
 
    Then the boys arrived. Alec supposed he should have expected it—they simply couldn’t be held back from this much commotion for long. They spilled from the front gates, their faces lighting up at the sight of the carnage. Until he saw their expressions, he’d been worried they would react like Thomas—with awe and horror. He should have remembered that to young boys, events like these felt like great fun. The loss and regret that came with the taking of human life had yet to feel real for them. 
 
    “Holy shit, Alec!” That was Marcus, who’s swearing produced irritated looks on both Matthias and Abel’s faces. Neither of them would correct the boy on a day like this, though. “You got the bandits!” 
 
    “Look at what he did to them!” another boy hollered, pointing at the deep track full of muddy water cutting across the field. “It must have been some kind of spell!” 
 
    “Was that you, Alec?” a third asked. “Or did Archmage Diamondspear use magic against those bastards?” 
 
    “It was me,” Alec admitted, watching the admiration on their faces deepen into pride. Despite the awful sensation he’d felt after relinquishing the Diamondspear, it felt good to have them look at him that way. “They tried to pull Thomas into the woods. They won’t be troubling us any longer…” 
 
    A figure came up next to Alec, barely up to his chest. It was Thomas, who no longer looked frightened in the least. “It was like watching the Archon!” the boy said excitedly. “I swear, Alec used magic like in the stories! He made a unicorn out of water, and—” he mimicked tiny explosions— “boom, boom! Took ‘em down!” 
 
    The boys gathered around Thomas now, eager to hear the story from his lips. To Alec’s surprise, the youngest member of the gang had a natural talent for storytelling. He could already hear Thomas embellishing the tale, making him seem like a figure out of legend. Let them have their fun, he thought, not correcting him. 
 
    Eleira stood a short distance away, her mouth working soundlessly. Even the battle hadn’t removed the sour look from the elf girl’s face. Feeling bold, Alec decided to see if he could do the trick. 
 
    “You’re safe now,” he said, feeling like a hero from a storybook. Wasn’t this always the moment the pretty young princess swooned over her rescuer? “I dispatched those brigands. I wouldn’t have let them hurt you.” 
 
    If he’d expected gratitude from the girl, he was sorely mistaken. Eleira stared at him flatly, as if he’d pulled down his trousers and pissed on the plants just in front of her feet. 
 
    “I’m well aware,” she snapped, looking utterly poleaxed. “How did you do that? I’ve seen men Archmage Diamondspear’s age who couldn’t control a spell with that much power. And you don’t even have a grimoire!” 
 
    Alec quickly thought of his cover story, sensing this woman’s remark cut too quickly to the heart of things. “Must be lucky, I guess,” he said, allowing himself the luxury of a blush. “Uriel says I was exposed to a grimoire as a youth, before I came to the Archon Temple.” 
 
    He could see she didn’t believe him in the slightest. “Uriel,” the elf girl whispered, as if being on a first name basis with the great Archmage Diamondspear somehow shamed her. “Good grief.” 
 
    Just then, a yell caught Alec’s attention. Last to arrive at the scene was Tanuin, whose mouth hung open at the sight of all the carnage. Worry filled his ageless face for a moment as he scanned the scene. Then, when he saw Alec alive and unharmed, he relaxed. 
 
    “I see you haven’t forgotten everything I taught you!” the elf said, pulling Alec into an embrace. “Are you alright? Is anyone hurt?” 
 
    “He’s alright,” an aged voice whispered. All the heads in the square turned to the figure of Master Matthias. Even at his impressive age, there remained something calm and in command about the stately man. “In fact, young Alec is much better than alright. Any doubts we may have held about your parentage have been well and truly squashed, young man. You are truly a mage.” 
 
    “And a powerful one at that,” Master Abel added. Although Alec couldn’t help but notice the strange look in Master Abel’s canny eyes. The man knew Alec had never so much as held one of the ancient grimoires that gave men access to magic. He could almost see the wheels turning behind Master Abel’s face, trying to understand. 
 
    Well, no matter. Abel was on his side now, at long last. He almost wished he had time to enjoy it. 
 
    Then he looked up at the airship tethered to the bell tower and thought better of his wish. Nothing in the world could compare to the thrill of traveling in a flying ship! 
 
    As the group began to disperse, Uriel came to Alec’s side. “You have been bonded to the Diamondspear for barely a day,” the old man said with a chuckle, “and you’ve already baptized your weapon in the blood of evildoers. Esmerelda would be proud to have you wielding her blade, young man.” 
 
    Alec was proud to wield it. And he’d be even more proud once they were underway, soaring high above the clouds. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alec could not see the ground. 
 
    For a very long time, he saw nothing of the sky and the clouds through which the vessel flew. His mind simply kept returning to that fact, so glorious and so impossible. I can’t see the ground from up here! Look how high up we are! 
 
    Archmage Uriel Diamondspear’s flying craft wasn’t merely an airship—it was the airship. Its engines carried it higher and faster than any of the blimps, zeppelins, or dirigibles other kingdoms over proudly called a ‘fleet’. At night, when the upper stratosphere grew so cold that the tips of his fingers felt as if needles were being pushed into them, he felt as if he could reach up and touch the stars. 
 
    There was luxury, as well. The interior quarters of the airship exceeded any hotel Alec had ever heard of. Each morning he awoke, much as he had in Archmage Diamondspear’s suite, to a hot breakfast and a warm mug of tea. Tanuin and Uriel each drank coffee, which burned Alec’s stomach too much to drink in a sizable quantity. Tanuin claimed it put hair on a young man’s chest, but Alec had been much too timid to ask why that was a quality he would want to have. None of the women Alec had ever caught himself staring at had hair on their chests—how could anyone like that? 
 
    The second morning after their departure, he carried his mug of tea to the upper deck, sipping it down a bit to keep it from sloshing over the edge. Although the mighty airship was large and stable, it still rocked gently back and forth like a ship at sea. Uriel had explained that they’d be following a tradewind almost all the way to Northmund, but there could still be random storms and zephyrs to blow them off course, even with them being so high in the atmosphere. Every now and then, the deck rocked sharply, and Alec had to grab hold of something to keep his footing. 
 
    But it was all worth it for the view. Alec could have lived on an airship for a hundred years and never gotten tired of the moment he emerged on deck, surrounded by a brilliant blue sky. Clouds stretched far beneath the flying vessel, like a living, fluffy carpet stretching out in all directions. He tested a glance over the side as he made his way to the front of the airship, satisfying himself yet again that the ground couldn’t be seen. 
 
    It sent a thrill through his veins. We’re up so high, he told himself, a momentary wave of dizziness shaking his tea. I can’t believe this ship doesn’t run on magic! 
 
    At this early hour, the deck was nearly deserted. A few of Archmage Diamondspear’s crew members moved in the rigging, checking the sails and keeping the airship on course. The only figures he recognized were Uriel himself and Tanuin, each of whom stood near the front of the ship conversing in low, friendly tones. Twin plumes of steam rose from their coffee cups, filling the chilly morning air. 
 
    “And how is the House?” Alec heard Tanuin ask as the young man made his way across the deck. The question struck Alec as supremely strange: who asked about a house when they were this high up in the air? 
 
    “Quiet, mostly, these days,” Uriel said, taking a long sip of his drink. Though Tanuin always waited for his coffee to cool down before drinking it, the elderly mage had neither the patience nor the need. Uriel had told them it ‘warmed his old bones’, whatever that meant, and no matter how hot Eleira or Alec warmed the kettle, the man drank the brew down as if it were room temperature. “My last sojourn there was... less interesting than usual. I’ll be visiting less frequently, of course, now that I’ve found what I’m looking for.” 
 
    “I just thought they might help us, is all,” Tanuin protested. Neither of the men seemed to have seen him. “You know them better than just about anyone else, Uriel. If there’s any chance of making a deal with them, you’re the man to do it.” 
 
    Was that a wry smile beneath Archmage Diamondspear’s beard? “I don’t think signing a treaty would have quite the result you hope for,” the man said, chuckling. “Those who dwell within the House of Doors adhere to the letter of the law—but, importantly, almost never the spirit of it. I would have the finest legal minds in the kingdoms go over such an arrangement in triplicate, and I still wouldn’t trust it.” 
 
    The House of Doors. Something about that phrase stuck in Alec’s mind. It took a moment to remember. The first time he’d been introduced to Uriel Diamondspear, the older man had rattled off a list of titles he held—and one of them had been ‘Master of the House of Doors’. It had intrigued him, but hadn’t had time to ask about it in all the hubbub within the Temple Grounds. 
 
    He decided to now. 
 
    “What is the House of Doors?” he asked, taking a sip of his tea. It had just hit the perfect temperature. 
 
    Both men gave a start at the nearness of his presence. “Gods,” Tanuin said with a smile. “You’ve turned into quite the little sneak, haven’t you, Alec? I didn’t even hear a board squeak beneath your toe!” 
 
    “How could you, over this wind?” Uriel asked. The man’s short beard blew this way and that as they crossed over the clouds, though it was nowhere near as extreme as his tone of voice made it sound. “The House of Doors, Alec? Ah, that’s a question without an easy answer.” 
 
    Alec let his gaze travel to the elven ranger. “Tanuin made it sound like there are people who live there,” he guessed. “Is it part of your estate?” 
 
    Uriel raised a hand to his chin. “You could say that,” he mused, staring out over the endless expanse of clear blue sky. “The House of Doors is a very special structure on the Northmund Estate. You’ll see it when we arrive—it’s very hard to miss. It resembles a large, circular rotunda, with a domed roof. People who see the estate for the first time mistake it for many things—a very large animal pen, perhaps, or a shielded enclosure for a statue I might be building.” His smile deepened. “It is none of those things. Inside is a room with many doors.” 
 
    “In many shapes and sizes,” Tanuin muttered. “So many of the damn things.” 
 
    Alec’s mind worked feverishly. “But if it’s merely a one-room dwelling, then all those doors must lead right back outside. Don’t they?” 
 
    Uriel and Tanuin shared a look.  
 
    “Not exactly,” the elven ranger said. 
 
    “On the other side of the doors are other places,” Uriel explained. “Other realms, other dimensions, other planes of existence, but also other kingdoms in this world of ours. Several of the doors lead to quite boring locations, actually. One simply deposits you in a root cellar not far from the Hamlet of Matachin, a village completely indistinguishable from the dozens which surround it. But some, well…” 
 
    “They lead to magical places,” Alec finished. His imagination conjured up sensational vistas—fairy lands, underwater kingdoms, fantastical worlds. “I want to see one!” 
 
    “Listen to him!” Tanuin said, sipping his coffee. Far behind him, a slender man climbed the rigging with a knife, evidently cutting free a stuck piece of rope. “He’s barely started this adventure, and he already wants to go on another one!” 
 
    “It speaks well of him,” Uriel said kindly. “But you must not enter the House of Doors without supervision, Alec. Most of the doors you can pass through open back on our world just as easily as they do anywhere else—but there are tricks to navigating the other realms. Only someone with an advanced knowledge of magic can do it safely.” 
 
    A connection formed in Alec’s brain. Uriel had mentioned he’d been searching for Alec—or someone like him—for a very long time. 
 
    “You’ve been using the Doors to look for me, haven’t you?” Alec guessed. 
 
    Uriel Diamondspear looked impressed. “Yes,” the Archmage said. His coffee was nearly gone, while Tanuin’s still steamed. “Or at least the person who would bear your mysterious powers. I searched far and wide, all while you were right beneath my nose. Only a few days travel by air from the Northmund Estate, in the Archon Temple of Graysten.” Uriel shook his head. “Not to worry, incidentally—Tanuin has been let in on our little secret. We may not know exactly what powers you are capable of, but I doubt we could hide the fact of their existence from your friend.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Tanuin agreed. “Even if Uriel hadn’t explained it to me, I would have figured it out as soon as I saw the unicorn. I know there’s no way you’ve ever held one of the noble’s grimoires. Your magic wasn’t awakened by a book, Alec.” Tanuin gave him a serious look. “Speaking of which, I’ll need my dagger back.”  
 
    “Your dagger?” Alec said, confused. “I thought it was a birthday gift!” 
 
    “Well, not exactly,” Tanuin said. “The gift was stirring your magical potential. That’s what the dagger does. It stirs an inexperienced mage’s latent abilities, bringing them to the fore. And now that yours are certainly stirred…” 
 
    “I see…” Alec felt a little offended that Tanuin was taking the dagger back, but he didn’t really need it anymore. 
 
    “It’s something of a family heirloom,” Tanuin shrugged. “As prized as a noble family’s grimoire, actually.” 
 
    That tickled a memory in the back of his brain. He made a mental note to return Tanuin’s dagger before returning to more pressing conversation. “I’m pretty sure Master Abel knows that I haven’t held a grimoire, too,” he said, glancing from Tanuin to Uriel and back. “You don’t think he’ll tell, do you?” 
 
    Uriel shook his head. “We can trust the monks, young man. Perhaps more than anyone else. After all, they have a vested interest in keeping you safe.” 
 
    Alec started. “They do?” 
 
    Both men laughed. “They care for you, young man,” Uriel said, smiling into his coffee. “And were they to allow some harm to come to you on your travels, I expect the other boys in their care would never forgive them.” 
 
    As Alec stared out over the endless blue, sipping his tea, a black cloud moved across the sky. At first he thought he might be seeing things, as it looked like little more than a dark smudge on the horizon. He’d had a mark like that once in his eye after getting sand in it, and the blur had lasted for nearly a week. 
 
    But as it grew, drawing steadily closer, he realized something else was happening.  
 
    “What’s that?” he asked, pointing a finger. 
 
    Uriel saw it and stiffened. “Ready the cannons,” he called over his shoulder, catching the attention of the crew. “The two of you had better get below decks. This is unlikely to be much more than a minor nuisance, but I won’t have either of you coming to harm—” 
 
    The deck rocked beneath their feet. A sudden burst of turbulence shook the airship, nearly sending Alec and Tanuin onto their rears. The man who’d been halfway up the rigging slipped, then managed to grab a rope as he fell, landing on the surface of the deck like an acrobat. 
 
    “Damn,” Tanuin said, glancing at the fast-approaching cloud. “We don’t have time!” He gestured at the wooden railing wrapped around the aft section of the airship. “Hold on tight, Alec! And keep your head down!” 
 
    Alec had no idea what to expect. He clung to the wooden railing, a sudden patter of rain beating down on his head. The temperature dropped, as if the airship had hit a storm front, and the ship’s prow tilted downward, his stomach turning at the sudden dive. He’d never been seasick before, even when Master Abel took the foundlings on a riverboat in choppy water, but airsick was a whole different beast entirely. 
 
    The black cloud twisted in the air, coming alongside the ship. As the sky darkened to match, Alec realized it wasn’t a cloud at all. A mass of twisting, half-formed things writhed in the smoke, hissing and sputtering like a fire that had just been doused. One of the things reached out like a snake, trying to wrap itself around a section of the ship. 
 
    “Ready!” one of the crewmen called. “Brace for fire!” 
 
    Alec looked down. Three slots had opened on the side of the airship, and silver cannons protruded through them. At a yell from down below, the two on the outsides fired. The recoil rocked the entire airship, tilting it dangerously backwards as massive cannonballs shot into the black cloud. 
 
    There was a roar like a stampede of cattle—a thousand overlapping voices, screaming and gibbering. The black cloud retreated, dissolving into the clear blue sky. The air filled with a sound like an overheated teakettle as the last of the black, snakelike creatures faded into smoke. 
 
    Warmth returned to the world. The airship straightened, once again on its intended path. 
 
    Only belatedly did Alec notice he’d broken out in a cold sweat. Something about those creatures froze the marrow in his bones, for all they’d failed to do serious damage to the airship. Next to him, the relaxation in Tanuin’s shoulders told him the elven ranger had held a similar worry. 
 
    “What in the Elements was that?” Tanuin demanded, looking around for Uriel. The Archmage emerged from the passageway to the bridge, evidently finished with the airship’s defense. “I’ve never seen an attack like that, Uriel—and I’ve faced down my share of nonhumans.” 
 
    “Shrikes,” Uriel explained, wiping his forehead. “More annoying than truly dangerous. Borne on dangerous currents, they ride the downdrafts forming and deforming until they find an airborne vessel to harass.” 
 
    He sounded perfectly calm. But his eyes said he was worried, and that didn’t escape Alec and Tanuin. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of them before,” Tanuin said, sounding almost offended. 
 
    “Yes, well, the skies are not what they used to be.” Uriel cast a worried glance over the bow, staring down into the clouds. “Things are astir, Tanuin. In the sky, the sea—both on the land and beneath it. Things are likely to get worse before they get better.” 
 
    For a moment, the three of them were silent. Then Uriel brightened. “The important thing is that it’s over,” the old man said, giving the pair another one of those patrician smiles. “Hopefully, we should be safe for the remainder of the trip.” 
 
    “How much longer is it until we get to Northmund?” Alec asked. He shook off the shrikes, sensing that there was no more danger to be worried about from them. After all, even air creatures wouldn’t dare tangle with an Archmage. “Is it bigger than the Archon Temple? When will we know we’ve arrived, if we can’t even see the ground?” 
 
    “All very good questions—” Uriel said, pausing as the door leading to belowdecks swung open. Eleira emerged onto the deck, rubbing sleep from her eyes. Unlike Alec, the elvish girl was prone to both seasickness and airsickness—as a consequence, she’d passed most of the last two days belowdecks in a hammock. Only the commotion and turbulence of the attack could roust her from down below. 
 
    “What was that?” Eleira asked, a little green around the gills. “Did we just get attacked?” 
 
    “Shrikes,” Alec explained, trying to act like he knew what he was talking about. Eleira either knew what the creatures were or was very good at faking, as her expression betrayed nothing. 
 
    “We were just talking about the Northmund Estate,” Uriel said, gesturing for her to join the group. “This conversation involves you as well, young lady, so you might as well take part. Are you feeling any better?” 
 
    Eleira made a face. “I’ll feel better when I’m back on solid ground,” she said, making her way unsteadily across the deck. Unlike the rest of them, she carried neither coffee or tea—she’d learned to her chagrin that her stomach would tolerate neither while airborne. Alec had heard the retching most of the first night. 
 
    “The Northmund Estate is my home,” Uriel explained. “It is larger than the Archon Temple—considerably larger. Were you to put the Archon Temple together with the small town your monks visit to resupply their larders, you’d be just a bit smaller than the Estate. Many servants and other people live there—nearly all of whom work for me in one way or another.” 
 
    Alec had heard of the Estates before. Great tracts of land held by the noble families, where the royalty lived in splendor while serfs tilled the soil. From the way Archmage Diamondspear described it, his was actually one of the smaller Estates. Alec had heard that some of them were practically their own kingdoms, much less cities. 
 
    Tanuin flashed a broad grin. “The rumor mill’s been buzzing with tales that Archmage Diamondspear’s been building himself a private army on his Estate,” the elven ranger said, his tone keen and interested. “Is there any truth to that?” 
 
    Uriel pulled at his short beard. “An army? Hah, they would call it that, wouldn’t they? No, I have no desire to make war with any of the other kingdoms of men.” His eyes grew unfocused, as if he looked out upon a far distant enemy. “But things are changing in the world. You saw a small taste of it just a short while ago. The time is coming when we’ll need those with the skills and the fortitude to fight the Shadow up close. Not to mention those with a mastery of magic to lead them.” 
 
    Alec couldn’t help but be reminded of Archmage Diamondspear’s explanation of his enchanted weapon. Battle mages, he thought. Protecting the innocent. With the clarity to do what needs to be done, to get their hands dirty if it means defeating evil. 
 
    Clearly, the Archmage meant him. It intimidated him to think about it. 
 
    It did not, however, seem to intimidate Eleira. The elven female pulled a face, her ever-present scowl deepening into confusion. 
 
    “I thought we were going to the Academy,” she said, giving Tanuin a questioning glance. “You told me they were going to teach me how to be a mage.” 
 
    “And we most certainly are,” Uriel said, cutting off Tanuin before he could speak. “The Leafwalker Dynasty will be returned to its former glory. You, Eleira, are the most promising pupil I’ve seen in many years.” 
 
    The elf girl crossed her arms beneath her breasts. Her scowl softened, replaced by a self-reproaching expression. “I couldn’t stop the bandits,” she whispered, looking upset with herself. “My spell fizzled out before I even cast it. Meanwhile he made an entire unicorn out of water, like it was nothing at all!” 
 
    Uriel laughed. “Young lady, let me give you a piece of advice. If you spend your entire life comparing yourself unfavorably to those around you, you’ll never find the fortitude to improve. Nothing kills a person’s drive to better themselves faster or harder than convincing themselves they will never be better than someone else.” For a moment, his eyes were as hard as steel. “The only person you need to worry about being better than is the person you were yesterday. And not one in a thousand people could have done what you did to those bandits, Eleira.” 
 
    She pondered Uriel’s words, her head bowed in contemplation. “Truly?” she asked. 
 
    “I think you know what a prodigy Alec is,” Uriel whispered, putting his hands on her shoulders. “Trust me on this, young one—you will make your ancestors proud. The Leafwalker Dynasty will shine again, even brighter than before.” 
 
    Alec still didn’t quite understand Eleira’s motivations in joining him at the Academy, but he sensed the heavy burden on her shoulders. The weight of expectations pressed against the slender elf girl—no wonder she walked around scowling so often. For the first time in his life, Alec counted himself lucky to be a common nobody. At least he didn’t have a title like ‘Leafwalker Dynasty’ to live up to! 
 
    As the group stood on deck, thinking about Uriel’s words, a break opened in the clouds ahead. For the first time since the airship took off, Alec was able to see all the way to the ground. Winding rivers cut across the landscape far beneath them, feeding deep forests broken by long, stubby mountain ranges. It looked as if the spine of a giant lay beneath them, pointing the way to Northmund. 
 
    “Ah!” Uriel clapped his hands together, striding to the very front of the airship. “We’ve arrived even sooner than I expected. Gather around, all of you. We’ll be beginning the descent to the Estate any moment now. You won’t want to miss this sight.” 
 
    Uriel was right. As the airship slowly descended, sinking beneath the clouds like a child’s toy in a draining bathtub, the landscape went from a vague blur beneath Alec to something like a living painting. His heart filled his throat at the sight of the white stone buildings stretching over the hills, each with a red roof formed of overlapping shingles. People on the streets looked up and waved as the airship passed, the sight of the airborne beast brightening their day. 
 
    Like the town Alec knew so well, the houses slanted slowly upward. Fields carefully tilled and cultivated for agriculture surrounded them, leading all the way up the hill to a craggy cliff overlooking the sea. A castle stood at the apex, looming over the town like a buried giant. Its parapets were of the same white stone as the buildings, with the glorious red roofing repurposed into the window shades and braces of the castle building. 
 
    It was beautiful—like something from a fairytale picture book. But once Alec saw the island, he couldn’t look at anything else. 
 
    There was no other way to say it—it floated. The island resembled a child’s spinning top, pointed at the bottom and widening up the sides to a flat, circular topside. A heavy chain connected the island to the grounds next to the castle, as if without it the island might float away into the heavens. A single building stood upon the island, exactly as Archmage Diamondspear described. A stubby tower with a domed ceiling, like a rotunda or a gazebo for building statues. 
 
    The House of Doors. It had to be. 
 
    A glance at Uriel confirmed it. The old Archmage grinned at the floating stretch of land, as if it were his true home rather than the splendid, majestic castle. “I told you that you wouldn’t be able to miss it,” he said, jostling Alec gently. 
 
    “By the Gods,” Alec whispered, watching as the airship descended to the landing pad. “It’s wonderful, Archmage Diamondspear.” 
 
    The man stood back a bit, bracing himself as the airship landed. “You’ll get to know the place intimately,” he assured the group. “Until you and Eleira are prepared to take the Academy’s entrance exam, you will be staying in the manor for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    That sounded just fine to Alec. More than fine, actually. Though Eleira didn’t see it that way. 
 
    “How long will that be?” the elf maiden asked. A worried look cut through her scowl. 
 
    Uriel shrugged. “Until the two of you are ready. It could be days, or weeks. Gods forbid it takes years—we don’t have that much time, but it could happen. Both of you have lost many years of training by only discovering your magic now.” 
 
    “That’s hardly our fault,” Eleira protested. “I didn’t know I was a mage. Alec didn’t, either.” 
 
    “I wasn’t blaming you,” Uriel assured the young woman. “This is no fault of your own. Mages typically begin the practice of magic as soon as they can walk, and as soon as they learn to read, they begin researching the process of learning spells. There are students in the Academy as young as eight years old, to give you an idea of how much potential instruction you’ve missed.” 
 
    Thomas was just about that age. Alec imagined what his life would be like if he’d been taken into the Academy when he was as small as the boy. Would it have been wonderful, or would he have been bullied the way Thomas used to be from the older boys? 
 
    “Magic,” Uriel explained, “is a gift best learned while young. It is a language, at its root—and children pick up new languages with much greater ease than adults. You will both be very far behind in your training, but hopefully we’ll be able to correct that.” 
 
    As he said it, Tanuin gave Alec a nod. They’d known each other long enough that he didn’t need to have the meaning of it explained to him. Tanuin was wishing him good luck. 
 
    “Training will begin in two days,” Uriel announced. “Until then, the pair of you should rest and make yourself comfortable in the manor. After your first week of studies, I’ll have someone show you the rest of Northmund. Until then, I believe it’s best you remain within the manor’s walls.” 
 
    That was alright with Alec. The manor seemed splendid enough to keep him happy for quite a while. 
 
    “I’m ready,” he told the group proudly. He felt excitement at the prospect of learning to become a mage. 
 
    As the airship settled, his gaze rose to the floating island overlooking the castle. Although he wouldn’t have dared admit it to anyone in the group, he was also looking forward to seeing the House of Many Doors for the first time. He knew Uriel wouldn’t give him a tour of that for quite some time, though. Maybe in a few years, once he’d begun to understand the ways of magic. 
 
    He had no way of knowing he’d be taking his first steps through those doors a lot sooner than he expected.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alec had thought nothing could be nicer than the suites on Archmage Diamondspear’s airship. After the first night he spent at Northmund Manor, he realized how wrong he was. 
 
    What luxury! Even kings didn’t sleep this well. Alec’s room was near the top of the manor’s easternmost tower, overlooking the mountains and the valley far below. The carpets were so thick his toes nearly disappeared as he walked; he would gladly have lain down and slept right on the floor. A roaring fire blazed in the fireplace, keeping the space toasty and warm. He’d only tested the bed for a moment—as light as a feather and softer than silk, he’d felt his eyes begin to grow heavily almost immediately as he laid down. He didn’t want to fall asleep too early—luxury like this deserved to be savored. 
 
    Night had fallen outside of his window. The stars lit up the summer sky, twinkling like diamonds in the firmament. A chilly wind blew in, raising goosebumps on his flesh in a most pleasing contrast to the warmth of the fire. A fellow could get used to this, Alec thought with a smile, turning away. He moved to the oaken writing desk in a corner of the room, where a half-finished letter to the boys at the Archon Temple waited for his hand. 
 
    He’d started the next paragraph a half-dozen times, only to blot it out and start again. How could he even explain the things he’d seen to boys like Marcus and Thomas? They’d seen the hag down in the crypt, so they knew that monsters existed, yet the things he’d seen in the storm on the way to the Manor defied all description. He was having enough trouble believing the last few days were anything other than a daydream. 
 
    With a sigh, Alec placed his quill sideways across the paper and climbed into bed. Just as before, he felt tiredness tug at him the moment he slid beneath the blankets. It felt as if someone had attached heavy hooks to his eyelids, tugging them downward the way Archmage Diamondspear’s crew had hooked the airship to the Manor’s landing pad. He barely had time to lay his head to the pillow before sleep overtook him. 
 
    He rose early the next morning, awakened by a beam of sunlight streaming through the room’s window. Alec was used to rising before the rest of the Archon Temple to attend to dawn chores, and the habit proved difficult to break. For several minutes, he simply lay beneath the covers watching motes of dust dance in the morning light, enjoying the sensation of having nothing to do and no one to be accountable to. 
 
    What would he be doing today? Archmage Diamondspear had promised there would be lessons, surely, but also that they’d have time to take in their surroundings before the serious work began. Watching dust float across the room gave him an idea. 
 
    Perhaps I could get an early start on my lessons, he thought, sitting up. I’ll have a lot of catching up to do, as Uriel said. Eleira knows so much more than I do already. 
 
    He’d hardly thought of the girl since his arrival. As he threw on a dressing gown, discarding his travel clothes in a neat pile next to the bed, his thoughts traveled to the strange elven woman. Her rooms were in the tower as well, just down the hall from his own, yet he’d heard not a single thing from her side of the floor since they’d arrived. She hadn’t come over to wish him good luck with his lessons, or to share any more information about what she and Tanuin had been up to while the elf was away from the Archon Temple for so long. 
 
    Probably for the best, he told himself, looking around the suite. That woman is… prickly. I definitely wouldn’t want to be on her bad side. 
 
    Alec moved to the window, his feet sinking into the plush carpet with every step. Next to the window, a potted plant stood against the stone. Its fragile fronds stretched toward the sunlight entering the suite, reaching out like a gesture of praise. If Alec concentrated for a few moments, he could sense the energy radiating from the flower. 
 
    It wasn’t the flower he intended to touch, however. The last time he’d done that, he’d been sick. He remembered the crawling sensation of vines inside his body, nearly as disorienting as the flames he’d pulled inside of himself when defending Marcus from the hag. 
 
    His gaze traveled to the dirt surrounding the plant. Perhaps he could draw a little bit of earth into himself without getting sick? It seemed a safer bet than absorbing something living. 
 
    Heedless of the potential danger, Alec sat cross-legged on the floor before the potted plant. This put the angle of the sunlight directly in his eyes, so he had to shift a bit and move the plant to the side as he prepared to do what he’d done while fighting the bandits. Then, he’d been moving on instinct—now he reached for magic consciously, careful not to pull more of it into himself than he could handle. 
 
    Rather than absorb the flower itself, Alec pressed his fingers into the dirt surrounding it. If he’d been a student of the Academy already, trained in the ebbs and flows of magic, he might have thought of it as the Earth Element —as it was, he merely thought about absorbing the dirt rather than the plant. 
 
    His fingers pushed deeper, dirt getting beneath his nails. I’ll have to wash them later, he thought, then forced himself to stop thinking. He needed to feel. Quieting his mind, he concentrated harder. The world shrank around him until there was nothing but the faint give of the squishy, hard-packed earth beneath his fingertips. 
 
    There. He felt it. The energy, waiting just beneath the surface. 
 
    The urge to pull as much of it into himself as he could was nearly overwhelming. He felt like a man stranded in the desert who’d just come upon an oasis—he longed to shove his head beneath the surface and drink deep. Remembering what had happened last time, he held back, allowing just a mere trickle of the energy to flow through his fingers. 
 
    It tingled, as if he’d touched something ice cold. Pins and needles erupted from his fingers to his wrists as the energy flowed into his body, filling him with a not at all unpleasant sensation of fullness. 
 
    He realized the mistakes he’d made before. The magic hadn’t made him sick—it was pulling too much of it into himself that caused the awful sensation of his insides being on fire or covered in vines. He recalled how Marcus had once gotten into the Temple’s storerooms and eaten a month’s ration of cookies in a single night. The boy had been sick for a week—and as he allowed that tiny flow of magic into his body, he realized he’d been with Marcus both times he’d wielded this power in the past. 
 
    His body told him when he’d had enough magic. He pulled his fingers from the dirt with a gentle sigh, opening his eyes. The plant in the pot didn’t look wilted in the slightest; he hadn’t taken enough energy from the dirt nurturing the flower to threaten it. Balance, that was the key. 
 
    Unlike the previous times where he’d absorbed magic, there was no urge to immediately fling the overcharge of energy into a fireball or a charging unicorn made of water. Rather than knocking at his insides demanding to be freed, the magic seemed content to remain inside of him, at the ready. 
 
    I could hold this all day, he thought, standing up to test his supposition. He made a quick circuit around the room, then jogged in place a bit to see if exercise would loosen the hold of the magic inside of him. When it failed to, he considered his next move. 
 
    Should he hold onto the magic all day? Would Uriel notice it immediately, or could he do it without the Archmage noticing? And if he did, would there be any adverse effects to keeping the magic within him? 
 
    It didn’t feel as if there would be. If anything, it felt strangely right to hold so much power at the ready— 
 
    The door to his suite opened. 
 
    It happened so quickly that he lost control of his magic. What motion and exercise had failed to dislodge was knocked out of place by the surprise. For a horrible moment, Alec threw up his hands as if at an intruder, then thought better of it at the last moment. He flung the magic at the only thing he could think of on such short notice—the same pot it had come from in the first place. 
 
    He missed. Rather than sink back into the dirt, the earth energy saturated the plant. The leafy fronds extended to the sun froze in an instant as they petrified, turning the tall flower to stone. Alec’s mouth dropped open at the sight, his eyes bulging at the brand-new floral statue he’d just produced. 
 
    A servant stood in the doorway, looking even more surprised than Alec. “Young master,” the man stuttered, his eyes traveling nervously to the stone plant standing by the window, “Archmage Diamondspear sent me to fetch you for breakfast.” 
 
    Gods, Alec thought, feeling awful. If I hadn’t turned around at the last second, this poor fellow… 
 
    He didn’t want to think about it. Turning his manservant into stone would be a surefire way to get on Uriel’s bad side. 
 
    “Thank you,” Alec said, tucking his hands into the pockets of his robes. “Please, lead the way.” 
 
    The man relaxed. Still, there was a certain tension in his stance as he turned his back on Alec and led him down the hallway. As if he expected a burst of magic between his shoulder blades at any moment. Alec tried to ignore it as the manservant led him down the winding steps of the tower. 
 
    “Did you come to fetch Eleira, too?” he asked, trying to distract both himself and the manservant from the scene he’d come upon when entering the suite. “Or is she already down at breakfast?” He hoped so. He’d hate for her to choose now to pay a visit to his suite and see what he’d done. 
 
    “Mistress Eleira requires a bit more time than you to prepare herself in the morning, young master,” the man said. Now that Alec wasn’t quite so preoccupied with the near-petrification of the manservant, he realized the man leading him down to breakfast was barely older than some of the Archon Temple’s foundlings. Had he lived with the monks, the two of them might have been friends. 
 
    Just as much attention had been paid to Archmage Diamondspear’s dining hall as the rest of the Northmund Estate. The servant led him to a wide, rectangular hall, large enough to fit a hundred men but now occupied by only two. A liveried servant wearing an apron finished placing plates on the table as he entered, while a maidservant in a short tunic filled glasses with water and various juices. Alec’s stomach rumbled as he took a seat at the table, and he realized just how long it had been since he’d had anything to eat but the foodstuffs on Uriel’s airship. 
 
    At the Archon Temple, breakfast was a fairly sparse affair. Alec had been raised on simple meals of bread and porridge, so as the servants brought the first course (just the first course!), he felt as if he’d fallen headfirst into Fairyland. There were rolls, scones, and breaded treats galore, along with eggs cooked in every conceivable fashion. Bacon was available in both long, crispy fried strips and thick cuts like the ham the Temple served near Yuletide. The smells alone made Alec groan with need. 
 
    He dug in. Clearly the servants were used to such behavior—they merely chuckled and placed more food in the center of the table, ready and waiting for anyone who arrived at breakfast to devour. The whole thing had been set up like a banquet or a buffet, large enough for a regiment of soldiers. But for the moment, Alec was alone at the table. 
 
    Just then, the door to the great hall opened. Alec glanced up, a strand of bacon sticking from the corner of his mouth, and caught his first sight of the elf girl Eleira since Archmage Diamondspear’s airship disembarked. 
 
    He immediately removed the bacon from his mouth and swallowed. Rising from the table and dropping into the smooth bow the monks had beaten into him, he said, “Good morning, my lady.” 
 
    Eleira snorted and rolled her eyes. How could she be unaware of the effect she had on those around her? The simple dressing robes Alec had found laid out for himself in his dresser at the manor were rags compared to the dress the elven woman wore. It was a deep forest green, with a wide golden sash tying it closed at the front. It contrasted most pleasingly with her dusky skin, and Alec found his heart skipping a beat. 
 
    “I’m not a lady,” Eleira said, taking the seat across from him at the table. “I’m a student, like you. Since we’re going to be attending the Academy together, you might as well just get used to calling me Eleira.” 
 
    Good advice. But all of a sudden, Alec found it difficult to concentrate on the food in front of him. The rest of the room seemed strangely muted compared with this woman’s beauty. She made the rest of Northmund Manor feel drab by contrast. 
 
    Alec shook his head and returned his attention to his plate. If we’re going to be attending the Academy together, he thought, echoing Eleira’s phrase, then I’m going to need to get used to you wearing such splendid gowns. Otherwise I’ll never get any learning done… 
 
    He was glad he hadn’t held onto the magic he’d absorbed from the pot. The sight of the elf girl would certainly have driven it from him. Thinking of that made him remember the petrified plant in his suite, and the heat in his cheeks began to cool. 
 
    Eleira filled her plate with smaller, daintier fare. The elven woman ate like a bird, picking at her eggs and spiced potatoes gingerly as the two of them made small talk. Although, Alec noticed she did have a rather large apple scone sitting untouched on her plate. Perhaps the girl had a sweet tooth? 
 
    When the door to the hall opened again a few minutes later, the other two members of their breakfast party arrived. Uriel and Tanuin entered, practically arm in arm as they argued vigorously about something. Despite the intensity of their debate, both men were smiling and laughing like old friends. Uriel wore his splendid robes like he’d been born in them, while Tanuin still dressed as if he were ready to go off on a forest adventure at any moment. 
 
    “It’s a Stormbreaker,” the master of Northmund Estate had been saying as the pair entered. “The house of Diamondspear has always had what you might call a contentious relationship with their clan, young man. A prank like that is exactly what I’d expect from such a classless group of magicians.” 
 
    Tanuin laughed. “A prank? Uriel, those shrikes were out for blood. The might of Diamondspear cannons and magic might be able to treat creatures like that as little more than a nuisance, but in the Outlands monsters like those could wreak some serious havoc.” 
 
    Uriel stopped mid-stride, sizing the elf up beneath his bushy eyebrows. “You think this has to do with your travels, then, do you?” 
 
    Alec had rarely seen Tanuin on the defensive. The elven ranger crossed his arms over his chest as he met Archmage Diamondspear’s eye. “I’ve spent five years traveling this continent,” he said, one of his ears twitching the slightest fraction. “The things I’ve seen stirring lately, Uriel—they worry me. Creatures we thought had died out or remained in captivity forever, powers that have only been written about in the legends… some of the things I’ve seen would shock you, Uriel.” 
 
    “I expect you know very little about what it takes to shock a man like me,” Uriel said wryly. “Perhaps we should table this discussion for now, Tanuin. We seem to have upset both of our students’ appetites.” 
 
    Abruptly, Alec realized that both he and Eleira had stopped eating to watch the men argue. “We’re fine,” he said, scooping up a forkful of scrambled eggs. A glance over at Eleira’s plate revealed half her apple scone was missing—when had the girl found a moment to eat that without being seen? “Are you talking about the storm?” 
 
    “It was no storm,” Tanuin said, taking the seat next to Eleira. “At least no ordinary storm. You saw those creatures, didn’t you, Alec?” 
 
    He swallowed hard. Suddenly his appetite no longer seemed as consuming as it once had. “They were terrifying,” he admitted, thinking of a black tendril scraping across the deck of the airship. 
 
    “Nothing we couldn’t handle,” Uriel said sharply. The mage piled his plate high with nothing but rolls, until a small mountain of bread lay before him on the table. “Although I admit that for those unused to such wrinkles in the fabric of everyday life, an assault by a cloud of shrikes would certainly seem monstrous.” 
 
    “It’s all connected, Uriel,” the elf said. He took a look at the bounty on the table as if he’d gladly spend the whole day helping Alec slay it, then brushed off his shoulder and rose. “All of you keep an eye out. Anything strange happening around the grounds of the Estate, you report it to Uriel.” 
 
    “Strange things are always happening in Northmund,” Uriel said breezily. But Alec thought he could detect a touch more worry in the Archmage’s aged face than usual as he buttered a roll. “Anything out of the ordinary for my household servants will be brought directly to me, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” Tanuin straightened. “I’ll be off, then.” 
 
    Alec could barely believe what he was hearing. “Wait, what? You can’t go—you’ve only just arrived!” After five years without the friendship of the elven ranger, to see him leave so quickly felt borderline intolerable. 
 
    Tanuin laughed, his blue eyes flashing. “I’m not leaving forever,” he teased, putting a hand on Eleira’s shoulder. “I have some business to be about in the region. I’ll be back before you know it. Besides, you two are about to be far too busy to notice I’m not around. Archmage Diamondspear will be giving you both your first lessons in magic. If you’re going to get up to snuff for the Academy, the two of you will have to hit the books in a major way.” 
 
    Alec’s eyes widened. He could hardly wait—then he remembered what he’d done to the plant in his room and paused. Magic was a very powerful tool, but also incredibly dangerous. He’d need to be slow and cautious when it came to learning to control it, lest he make a mistake he couldn’t fix. 
 
    Tanuin gave Eleira’s shoulder a final squeeze and moved to the other side of the table. Alec couldn’t help but notice that the younger elf didn’t seem sad at all to have her mentor leaving her alone at the Northmund Estate. Perhaps she’s even more excited to begin her lessons than I am, Alec thought—but something inside of him doubted it. 
 
    As Tanuin gave Alec a quick embrace, the elf whispered into his ear. “Uriel might not be the only one teaching you magic,” he said quickly, giving Alec’s young body a squeeze. “I’ve heard there’s another teacher the Archmage keeps in residence at his manor. If he’s who I think he is, you’re going to want to be careful around him.” 
 
    Another teacher? The warning from Tanuin did not go unheeded. Alec’s fingers dug into the elven ranger’s sides, unwilling to let him go. “What do you mean, ‘careful’?” 
 
    “Just that,” Tanuin said with a quick smile, breaking the embrace. “Good luck, Alec. I suspect you’ll look just like a junior Uriel by the time I get back.” He mussed up Alec’s hair, which he hated, and took his leave with a grin. Uriel watched him go impassively, a streak of butter from his roll dripping into his long beard. 
 
    Once the elf was gone, Uriel turned his attention to his two young pupils. A smile spread across the Archmage’s aged face as he sized them both up, then gestured for them to continue their meals. 
 
    “Tanuin is correct that your instruction in magic is to begin today,” Uriel said, finishing his first biscuit and taking a second. Dimly, Alec wondered how the man got any nutrition at all if he took meals like that. “However, as both of you are aware, you’ve come to the Northmund Estate with vastly different life experiences, and under very different circumstances. As such, you should not expect to get the same treatment. No two students are alike, and when said students are learning the craft of magic, that maxim applies twice as firmly.” 
 
    Eleira gave Alec a sharp look over her glass of orange juice. For a moment, Alec just stared at her, uncomprehending, then he realized: she was jealous of him! She thinks I’m going to get preferential treatment, he told himself, because I can do magic that she can’t. 
 
    That wasn’t fair. Archmage Diamondspear’s speech made perfect sense to him—both he and Eleira had strengths and weaknesses in different areas. Alec might have more skill with absorbing magic, but Eleira knew far more about the Elements and how they worked than he did. It only made sense that their lesson plans would be tailored. 
 
    She couldn’t truly be upset about that, could she? 
 
    “Eleira,” Uriel said with a gesture at the elf girl, “your teaching will be more traditional. As you already have a Grimoire—the Leafwalker Grimoire you and Tanuin brought with you to the Northmund Estate—your early lessons will revolve around learning to speak the required words within them.” 
 
    “I have some experience with that already,” Eleira protested. Clearly the elf girl wanted to do something more exciting than scrutinize the tome she’d lugged all the way to Uriel Diamondspear’s estate. 
 
    “Ah, but pronunciation and intonation are so important!” Uriel gestured around the hall. “A poorly phrased word can cause a spell to collapse before it is cast, fizzling out—or worse. Mages have suffered severe injuries due to misplaced phonemes in the past. An incorrect participle can even spell death for the unwary mage.” 
 
    The thought of it made Alec feel ill. He wasn’t going to have to memorize heavy tomes, was he? Sure, the monks at the Archon Tower had always made a point of telling him he had a greater talent for letters than most, but that didn’t mean much compared to the scholarship of elves. Sort of like being the tallest gnome at a convention of giants. 
 
    “As for you, Alec,” Uriel said, a mischievous glint entering his eyes, “your training will be markedly more… experimental. As such, I’ll be enlisting the help of an old friend in putting together a curriculum for you. We’ll be playing your tutelage by ear, but it is my hope you’ll learn to master your… unique powers at the same time that Eleira learns hers.” 
 
    He should have let out a sigh of relief—and would, if Tanuin hadn’t warned him. There would be no long sessions of memorizing heavy tomes in Alec’s future, but the words the elven ranger left him with rang in his ears. You’re going to want to be careful around him. 
 
    Who was this mage that even Tanuin feared? 
 
    Just then, the great hall began to darken. The candles flickering in their alcoves burnt low and dim as a wave of icy mist crept across the floor. Alec looked up at the windows, but they remained shut A wind blew across the cafeteria as if a thunderstorm had erupted outside. The distant sound of heavy footsteps echoed through the hall—through Alec’s bones. Thud. Thud. Thud.  
 
    Alec grabbed hold of the table tightly, fighting the urge to run. He dearly wished he’d held onto some of that magic from earlier. His hand reached into his robes to feel for his Diamondspear. 
 
    No sooner had his fingers grazed the metal than a deep, booming voice rang out across the hall. 
 
    “All prepare for the arrival of Maimonides the Shadebringer!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Terror froze Alec to the spot. His fight or flight response overloaded, the desire to run screaming from the dining hall warring with the impulse to pull the Diamondspear from his robes and extend it to its full, deadly length. Across the table, an equally shocked expression filled Eleira’s beautiful face. 
 
    Uriel Diamondspear, however, merely rolled his eyes and continued eating. “Always with the dramatics,” the old man muttered as he shook his head. “Alright, Maimonides the Shadebringer. You’ve scared your pupils half to death—enough of the dramatics.” 
 
    The mist surrounding the table cleared in an instant. It rolled backward to a single point a few feet away, coalescing into the form of a short man in garish robes. Whoever this was apparently had even less fashion sense than the monks of the Archon Tower. His jacket clashed horribly with his shirt, lavender threads against a backdrop of bright bubblegum pink. And who would think to add brown to that color palette? 
 
    Within moments, the only trace of the mist was a single plume of smoke rising from the short man’s pipe. No, not a man, Alec realized. A gnome. A gnome mage stood before him, smoking a pipe and grinning like he’d just played the world’s best joke. 
 
    Uriel Diamondspear sighed heavily. “Must you, Maimonides? We are trying to enjoy our breakfast.” 
 
    The gnome let out a wheezing little laugh and shrugged. “Every meal goes down better with a little show,” he said, striding forward on his stubby legs. “So these are our pupils, Urry? Let’s have a look at them.” 
 
    As Alec watched, the man pulled out a pair of spectacles and slid them on. He closed the one eye in a squint, making him look like some kind of very strange cyclops. The tiny man leaned forward, his eyes barely reaching over the tabletop. 
 
    “Ah, yes—goodness! Youth! It’s wasted on the young, that’s what I always say.” The gnome gave Alec a quick once over, then spent much longer admiring Eleira’s pleasing form. “Though it certainly has its benefits. You’re of the Leafwalker tribe, my fair elf? No need to tell me, of course—I can see it in your eyes. Along with other, more prurient distinctions of your anatomy—" 
 
    Uriel coughed. It was the kind of cough that let everyone within its hearing know that the man who’d made it was seriously displeased. 
 
    The gnome broke off with a pained little look. “Very well,” he said, the corner of his mouth curling in a smirk. “Which one of them’s mine? The one who does magic without a book. I do so hope it’s this fair elven maiden, though from the way she’s looking at me, she might prefer her handsome older instructors be a bit taller than she is—”  
 
    “Alec,” Uriel said, pointing. Alec got the distinct impression this was a performance the two men had put on many, many times over the course of their friendship. “He’s your pupil, Maimonides. You’d best keep that in mind. There’s a reason half the maids on the Estate won’t attend to your chambers any longer.” 
 
    “That’s because the other half bribe them to get me all to themselves,” the gnome said with a lecherous laugh. “Alright, young man, let me have a look at you. Urry thinks you’re some sort of once-in-a-generation talent, but you look more like an errand boy for some monks to me.” 
 
    Alec let out a nervous little laugh. “That’s exactly what I am, Master Maimonides.” 
 
    Maimonides the Shadebringer looked taken aback. “Master!? Oh no, son. Never let another man call himself your master and allow him to get away with it. To agree to such things is to voluntarily lose a piece of your soul! Besides, if you’re as powerful as old Urry says, you’re the one who should be proclaiming your mastery, not the other way around.” 
 
    As the gnome made his way around the table, intent on examining Alec, Eleira’s face filled with recognition. “Wait a second. This is Maimonides? The Shadebringer!?” 
 
    “You think anyone else would agree to the title?” Uriel asked wryly. 
 
    The gnome climbed up onto the table, kicking Alec’s half-finished plate of food to the side, and pulled a silver box from his robes. An antenna stuck from one end, and Maimonides ran this up and down Alec’s side, frowning as if the young man were some specimen he’d caught and put into a jar. 
 
    “You know this guy?” Alec asked Eleira. 
 
    “I know of him,” the elven woman corrected. “Maimonides the Shadebringer, the Master Arcane Scientist. Half the patents in the elven and dwarven registries have his signature on them—all his inventions. His innovations in alchemy and thaumaturgy are legendary! And this is him?” 
 
    “That would be correct,” Maimonides said, tucking the box away. No sooner had it disappeared than he replaced it with a measuring tape and a device that looked like a metallic torch. He began measuring the width of Alec’s arms and neck, much to the amusement of Uriel. The Archmage looked as if he struggled mightily to keep from bursting out laughing. 
 
    “Master Maimonides?” Alec asked, his eyes widening as the gnome wrapped the tape around his skull. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I told you, don’t call me ‘master’,” Maimonides snapped. He hummed gently to himself as he worked, checking this and that measurement as his hands crawled up Alec’s body. It was one of the strangest experiences of Alec’s life—he felt like one of the Temple’s horses being sold to a stranger. All that was missing was for Maimonides to check his teeth. 
 
    Then the gnome did just that. He pried Alec’s jaw open, forcing the tip of the torch beneath his tongue. “Keep that held firmly right there,” Maimonides instructed, tugging one of Alec’s arms nearly out of its socket. Despite his small size, the gnome had an almost supernatural strength. Perhaps he was augmented by magic. But all Alec knew is that he’d had just about enough of Maimonides poking and prodding him. 
 
    “Master Diamondspear,” Alec muttered around the thermometer. “Can you please stop him?” 
 
    “In my experience, I’ve found it’s better to just let Maimonides burn himself out,” Uriel said with a shrug. “His curiosity regarding new pupils is insatiable—and, it must be said, almost always inappropriate. I believe he should be finishing up any moment now.” 
 
    Just then, the device in Alec’s mouth let out a cheerful little ding! Maimonides took it out and gave his teeth one final once over, then read the device’s read-out with a worried look. “Oh my,” the gnome muttered. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Alec demanded, his heart leaping into this throat. “Is something the matter with me?” 
 
    “I don’t know how to say this,” the gnome said, turning back to Uriel. 
 
    “Oh please,” Uriel guffawed, biting into another biscuit. “You of all people have never been at a loss for words, Maimonides.” 
 
    The gnome chuckled at that. “I’ll tell it to you plainly, Uriel—but only because the two of us have such a long history. I’m afraid the boy is unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. It’s going to take a lot to bring him up to scratch if you want him to pass the admissions tests to the Academy.” 
 
    Uriel pursed his lips. There was something about the flatness of his gaze that made Alec realize the two men disagreed about Maimonides’s assessment. “That’s why you’re here, Maimonides,” Uriel said. “You know I trust your methods over all others.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re a very smart man,” the gnome said, climbing down from the table. Then he gave the Archmage a strange look. “You sure you want him in the Academy, Uriel? You know he’s about as far as it’s possible to be from the average student.” 
 
    Now this felt more like the truth. Maimonides didn’t mean it in an unkind way—there was clearly something about Alec’s power that was wild and untamed. He and Eleira couldn’t be more different in their approach to magic, which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. 
 
    Uriel concurred. “It’s important,” the Archmage said, looking from Alec to Eleira and back again. “Both of them need to be within the Academy’s walls as soon as possible, Maimonides. Whatever you need in order to achieve that will be provided, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Maimonides agreed. “That’s why I’m going to train him in the House of Doors.” 
 
    Alec nearly fell out of his chair. The House of Doors!? 
 
    “Whatever you need, except for that,” Uriel said, irritation furrowing his brows. “Absolutely not, Maimonides.” 
 
    “I know you don’t like the idea,” Maimonides said, “but it’s important!” 
 
    “To say I don’t like the idea is a gross understatement,” Uriel said, crossing his arms over his robes. “This has nothing to do with Alec, Maimonides. It’s entirely about you. You’re always trying to get into the House of Doors.” 
 
    “I know,” the gnome said, making no effort to hide it. “But this is different, Urry. I don’t want to train him in any other place. And frankly, I don’t think he’ll be able to clear the Academy entrance exams in the timeframe you need him to unless we expose him to the House of Doors.” 
 
    Uriel glared at the gnome. Even his plate of biscuits seemed forgotten for the moment. “You’re joking,” the Archmage said. “Even for you, threatening the integrity of Alec’s education is low!” 
 
    “I’m not threatening anything,” the gnome countered. “As you yourself said, Alec’s training will be highly experimental in nature. It needs to be, considering the unknown nature of his magical abilities. And what better way to test those abilities than to put him in the very real—and very constant—danger of the House of Doors?” 
 
    To Alec’s surprise, Uriel appeared to be seriously considering the request. “You truly believe this is necessary?” 
 
    Maimonides made a gesture of crossing his heart. Alec associated it with boys making overwrought promises and trying to get out of trouble, but on the diminutive gnome it looked almost noble.  
 
    “Give me access to the House of Doors, and I can do amazing things with your pupil,” Maimonides said. “Besides, I’ll be with him every step of the way, making sure he’s not in too much danger. You know I’m very nearly your match, Urry.” 
 
    The Archmage chuckled at the sentiment, but it was clear from the twinkle in his eyes that the two men differed on this point. “So you say,” Uriel laughed. He nodded, and Alec saw the tension break in Maimonides’s stance. 
 
    “Very good,” the gnome said quickly, gesturing for Alec to rise. “The two of us will be on our way then, and you and this deeply attractive elf cutie can work on your conjugations together—” 
 
    Uriel held up a finger. “With one condition,” the Archmage said. 
 
    Maimonides pulled up short, then gave Alec a can you believe this? look with his eyes. “Yes, Urry?” 
 
    “You may take him to the House of Doors,” Uriel Diamondspear pronounced. “But you and he may only walk through the portals on the first level. Nothing beyond that.” 
 
    Maimonides looked pained, but nodded as if he’d expected this all along. “Of course,” the gnome said, bowing so low that his short stature appeared even shorter. “Only to the first floor. Nothing more than that. Not until the boy is ready, at least.” 
 
    “Maimonides,” Uriel said warningly. “I am quite serious about this.” 
 
    The gnome straightened up. It was difficult for such a tiny man to look fierce, but as he drew himself up to his full height, Alec got the impression of a much taller, more powerful man lurking in his shadow. Maimonides may have been small, but suddenly the grandiose titles Eleira had heaped on the mage began to make sense. 
 
    “As am I, Uriel,” Maimonides said, his tone offended. “Young Alec will need to be challenged if he’s to realize his full potential. You can trust me not to allow him to go too far afield before he is able to. And if he does so, I’ll be there to guide him back onto the path.” 
 
    Uriel paused, then nodded. “Very good,” the Archmage said. He took a long, thoughtful sip from his drink and turned to face Eleira. “You may receive a surprise visit from my pupil later, as well. Assuming she and I are able to get through this introductory material quickly, of course.” 
 
    In a moment, a look like Alec had never seen spread across the elf girl’s face. She looked as if she’d do just about anything to be granted entry into the House of Doors—like she couldn’t wait to be done with her more formal, boring lessons. Alec had very little doubt that the elf would devote herself to Uriel’s lessons with more vigor than any pupil the old man had ever had before. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Eleira said, reaching down toward the floor. She’d brought a leather satchel along with her to the dining hall, and just as Alec had assumed, it contained the Leafwalker Grimoire. “In fact, I brought my grimoire with me today, in case you wanted to get started.” 
 
    As Uriel and Eleira bent to their lessons, Maimonides waved Alec away with a chuckle. “She’s as industrious as she is beautiful,” the gnome said as they made their way out of the hall. “With that fervor, she’ll be joining us in the House of Doors in no time.” 
 
    “Master Maimonides, she’s just a student,” Alec chided. He found the gnome’s manner of speaking to those younger than himself somewhat disconcerting, no matter how Uriel excused it as one of the mage’s peculiarities. “You shouldn’t take such liberties with the people you’re supposed to be instructing!” 
 
    It was the first—and as it would turn out, the only—time he’d ever seen Maimonides speechless. The gnome paused at the door to the dining hall, his spectacles half-raised to his wide, almond-colored eyes.  
 
    His shock gave way to irritation—then to something deeper that made ice form in Alec’s stomach. He realized abruptly that all of Maimonides’s jokes before now had been a pose, a way of joking with the world—but at that moment, the Shadebringer was truly offended. 
 
    “Alec,” Maimonides said in a low tone. Although Alec had to look down to meet the gnome’s eyes, he had the momentary impression he was staring up at a giant. “If you truly believe I would ever lay a finger on that elf girl, then maybe the monks at that Temple did manage to beat every ounce of sense out of you. And for the last time—you do not call me ‘Master’. Or any man! Do you understand me?” 
 
    Panic flowed in Alec’s veins. “Yes, M...Maimonides,” Alec said, amazed at the change in the gnome. 
 
    Like the passing of a summer storm, the anger fell away from Maimonides’s face. “Good,” the gnome said, fastening his spectacles to his broad face. “Let’s get moving, then. It’s a nice day for the climb, and I’m just itching to see what surprises the Hall of Doors has in store for us.” 
 
    Alec was as well. Excitement thrummed through him at the prospect. But even if he learned nothing from his lessons this morning, the day had provided one surprise already. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hell of a climb, isn’t it?” 
 
    Alec and Maimonides stood near the edge of the Northmund Estate, on a hill overlooking the southern side of the Manor. The cloudy morning had broken, though this high above the valley a chilly wind blew over the cliffs and thrashed Alec’s Bloodcloak against his body. The two of them waited next to the floating island for what had felt like an hour. Alec stared up at the massive chain connecting the Estate proper to the enchanted isle containing the House of Doors. 
 
    What looked like a small box traveled down the length of the chain, suspended by wires. It swung back and forth dangerously in the wind, so much so that Alec’s blood went cold at the sight. I knew getting up to a floating island would be difficult, he thought, watching their conveyance arrive. But this is terrifying. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Maimonides said, as if he could hear Alec’s thoughts. Maybe he could—the Shadebringer certainly hinted at powers far beyond the abilities of normal men. “Once there’s some weight in the box, it shakes around a great deal less. Part of why Urry insists you eat a nice big breakfast before you go up, no?” 
 
    “You call him Urry,” Alec said, tearing his eyes away from the sight. “I’m surprised the Archmage lets you be on such familiar terms with him. Even if you are a guest in his home.” 
 
    A wry look tugged at the corner of Maimonides’s mouth. “You should try it sometime,” he said, with the air of someone who’d placed a bet on what would happen should Alec give it a shot. “There’s nothing the great Uriel Diamondspear enjoys more than a good joke, as you’ll eventually learn.” He adjusted his spectacles. “Ah, I believe our chariot awaits…” 
 
    The transport to the House of Doors frightened Alec even more close up. Rust pitted the bars around the flat, metallic floor, a testament to the rain and wind at such a high elevation. The whole thing squeaked like an entire grain silo’s worth of rats as Maimonides and Alec climbed inside, the latter nearly tripping and losing his feet as the door slammed closed behind the pair. 
 
    Once they were firmly inside—or as firmly as anyone could be in such a contraption—Maimonides pulled a rope hanging from the ceiling and the box began to rise. A system of levers and pulleys carried up the length of the chain, creaking and trembling the whole way. 
 
    “What sort of madman would build a thing like this?” Alec wondered. 
 
    Maimonides laughed. “Why, I did, of course,” the gnome said, grinning from ear-to-ear. “What’s wrong? Don’t you like it?” 
 
    Alec kept his opinions to himself for the next few minutes. Although the box dropped precipitously each time the pulley switched to the next link of chain, Maimonides had been right—it truly did sway less with two people in the box. He even managed to enjoy the view a bit, as it afforded an enviable view of the surrounding landscape. Archmage Diamondspear had truly chosen a beautiful country to settle in, with rolling emerald hills and rich fields full of corn and wheat. 
 
    “Are you feeling recovered enough for some explanations?” the gnome asked. “Or should I wait for us to reach the island proper?” 
 
    It was kind of him to ask. “I think I’m alright now,” Alec said, relinquishing his hold on the bars. To his surprise, his footing felt sure underneath him. Perhaps his time on Archmage Diamondspear’s airship had improved his sense of balance. 
 
    “Good,” Maimonides said. “Now, just like Urry said, we’ll only be visiting the first floor of the House of Doors today. If you see any other doors within the House that seem like they just cry out to be opened, begging you like a young maiden to step across their threshold—you tell me immediately, alright? Even if you think it a flight of fancy or some strange notion that’s taken hold of you. Such things are known to happen to newcomers to the House of Doors, and believe me when I tell you those tales rarely have happy endings.” 
 
    “I understand,” Alec assured the gnome. “The doors... are they alive, then?” 
 
    Maimonides took the question seriously. He pursed his lips in thought, running a thumb along the edge of his goatee, then shrugged. “Not alive in the sense that you or I are alive,” the Arcane Scientist admitted. “But they can act with a purpose, at times. Although Urry’s influence keeps them in line most of the time.” 
 
    Alec wasn’t sure if he’d ever get used to Maimonides calling one of the most powerful mages in the world Urry. “I won’t go in any doors you don’t specifically tell me to enter,” he agreed. That would keep things simple, at least. 
 
    “Excellent. Now, you will be in danger once we step through the first door. And all subsequent doors, now that I think of it. But you will be in good hands, young man, I assure you.” 
 
    Alec forced out a smile. “More danger than I’m in now?” he asked, glancing over the side of the rickety rustbucket. 
 
    He’d meant the remark as a joke. Maimonides took it seriously. “Considerably more,” the gnome said with a smile. “I saw you looking all relieved when Urry told Eleira her lessons involved memorizing old books instead of walking through magic doors. Well, you might find yourself envying her pretty soon, instead of the other way around.” 
 
    A chilly wind blew across the box as they neared the top of the chain. Alec hoped there was some automatic system that would allow them to stop at the top—he’d hate to have to jump onto the floating island. 
 
    “Unlike your cute co-ed,” Maimonides lectured, “the only way for you to gain experience with your abilities is to use them. Which means we have to get you into some fights. Controlled fights, mind—not too far from the normal world, with challenges you can overcome. There’s no other way for you to learn spells and unlock the limits of your true abilities.” 
 
    Just then, the box crested the rim of the island. To Alec’s relief, the pulley system above their heads ground to a screeching halt, leaving the box swaying gently back and forth along the edge of the enchanted isle. A brick path led to the center of the island, where the round dome of the House of Doors lay waiting like a lecture hall. 
 
    “Go on, hop out,” Maimonides said, holding onto the rope hanging from the ceiling of the box. “I’ll send it back down once we’re out, in case Urry and the elf girl make it up here today. From the intensity of the look she gave that grimoire of hers, I’d lay even odds on them making it to the House before we finish our first lesson—” 
 
    “Why?” Alec asked, startling the gnome out of his reverie. “Why do I have to risk my life to gain power, when Eleira can learn it in a classroom? Why can’t we take our lessons together?” 
 
    It wasn’t that Alec was afraid. The thought of entering the House of Doors filled him with the same dizzy sense of excitement he’d felt upon seeing it for the very first time. And a floating island! To set foot on a real floating island was the kind of stuff dreams were made of. It meant he was a mage for sure. 
 
    It was only… 
 
    He thought about defending Marcus from the hag. About summoning a unicorn made of water to trample bandits and keep the boys from harm. About the way the Shield Ring pulsed on his finger. The way the Bloodcloak called out to him, begging to be used. The way the Diamondspear felt in his hands, singing with triumph as he slashed through the jugular of a brigand. 
 
    It seemed that the only way he gained more power was in blood, fire, and death. How much more carnage would be necessary to mold him into the kind of mage Uriel Diamondspear would be proud of? 
 
    He saw Maimonides take all this in with a glance. The gnome’s face filled with sympathy. 
 
    “You poor boy,” the gnome said, gesturing at the floating island. “I wish you had been born in a different era, Alec. You were made for other times than these. Times of peace.” 
 
    Alec shook his head. “If I was made for peace, that hag would have eaten Marcus. Those bandits would have killed Thomas and Mortimer.” That plant wouldn’t have been turned to stone. “Maimonides, I am most definitely not made for peace.” 
 
    The gnome nodded ruefully. “Aye, lad. The hourglass has been turned.” 
 
    Alec didn’t understand, and said so. 
 
    His confusion made Maimonides laugh, but there was no humor in it. “The world is changing,” he explained, clutching his spectacles to keep them from falling from his face. They’d have quite a long fall from this high up. “If we are to face the change, we’ll need more defenders than just men like Urry and I. We need someone like you, Alec—someone unbound by the strictures that have kept men from growing in the art of magic for generations. If only the Archon…” 
 
    The gnome’s mouth snapped shut. Alec knew he shouldn’t pry, but he couldn’t help himself. Maimonides had just mentioned the Archon! 
 
    “If only the Archon what?” he asked. 
 
    Maimonides shook his head. “I’ve said too much already,” the gnome replied, his normal joking humor gone entirely. “It’s up to Uriel how much you’re told, young man. I have no say in the matter—and I’ve been quite unsuccessful at changing Urry’s mind.” Some of his smile rose back to his face. “I’ve never been good at that, to tell you the truth.” 
 
    Fair enough. Alec would be told what he needed to know, when he needed to know it. In truth, he’d never expected anything different from Uriel Diamondspear. He just wished it didn’t remind him so much of how the monks of the Archon Temple liked to work. 
 
    “Very well,” Alec said. Then, before Maimonides could stop him, he took the jump from the box to the floating island in a single mad leap. The gnome’s eyes nearly popped out of his head as Alec twisted in mid-air, losing his balance. Then the cold, faintly wet grass was against his shoulder, and he lay on a floating island for the first time. 
 
    “Well, that’s one way to do it,” Maimonides said, shaking his head. The gnome kicked a compartment next to the exit door and a short flight of steps emerged from the side of the box, like the gangplank on a ship. Alec kicked himself for not waiting—yet at the same time, the jump had thrilled him. Maybe he wasn’t the rules-follower he’d always assumed himself to be. 
 
    Maimonides made his way down the stairs, pulling a lever as his feet hit the grass. The stairs retracted and the box, now swaying much more because it was empty, began its long journey back down to Northmund Manor at the bottom of the chain. Alec watched it go, a lurching sensation in his chest matching the motion of the rope-and-metal contraption. 
 
    Now there was no turning back. 
 
    The House of Doors was somehow both more open and more claustrophobic than Alec expected. A short walk down the brick path brought the two of them to the entrance of the cupola, where the grass ended as sharply and suddenly as if it had been trimmed only moments before. The main wall of the House of Doors formed a rough circle around the center of the island, with large, glassless windows carved into the stone at regular intervals. But the domed ceiling let in far less light than it should, giving the interior a dusky, cramped appearance. 
 
    The whole place set Alec’s teeth on edge. As he entered through the front door—the only door in the whole structure that didn’t look like a door, being little more than a deep slash in the stone—memories of the Crypt flooded his mind with fear. He fought down the panic within him, commanding his heart to slow. 
 
    “As you can see,” Maimonides said, gesturing upward, “it’s a veritable hotel in here.” He indicated the long balconies stretching around the interior of the dome, carved from wrought iron and running the entire length of the House of Doors. Each floor had a short flight of stairs allowing access to the floor above or beneath, with the exception of the first and the top floor. Alec counted eight as his gaze traveled upward to the great domed ceiling. 
 
    True to its name, the building was full of doors. Alec soon lost count as he tried to reckon just how many he stared at. On the first floor alone, at least a dozen different styles of door lay before him, regularly spaced out along the granite floor. Grass grew through cracks in the stone. 
 
    “These really go places?” Alec asked, cocking his head to the side. He studied the door nearest himself and Maimonides—an ornate wooden door with a heavy brass knocker. It looked like the entrance to the home of a village artisan, or a blacksmith who’d managed to make a name for himself. “They look like they just open right onto the stone.” 
 
    “Ah, but appearances can be deceiving,” Maimonides explained. “Each of these doors will take you places—though not necessarily places you want to go. Today we’ll only be entering the doors on the first floor. If Urry has his way, we’ll probably keep you down here for a good length of time while you get used to things.” 
 
    Alec studied the other doors around him as the gnome spoke. None of the ones on the first floor looked too strange. One looked almost exactly like his bedroom door at the Archon Temple, while another was little more than a curtain of multicolored beads over a rectangle of darkness. His gaze traveled upward, scrutinizing the different levels of the House of Doors. The higher floors were more difficult to make out, though he was certain Maimonides or Uriel would light the place up with a spell whenever he needed to actually navigate the upper levels. None of the portals piqued his curiosity more than the others… 
 
    Until he reached the uppermost level. One door stood out among the rest, like a black sheep in a field of white. A narrow vertical slash, almost too slender for a full-grown man to pass through, stretched from the bottom of the topmost balcony to the rim of the domed ceiling. The door was carved from a solid sheet of glass, curved at the edges to refract the light from the rest of the House of Doors against its surface. Alec looked into the glass and saw a half-dozen distorted images of his own face, peering down at him like monsters. 
 
    He felt a distinct tugging sensation in the back of his brain. Remembering Maimonides’s warning, he pointed at the door. “That one’s calling to me,” he whispered, his hand trembling. 
 
    Maimonides followed the finger. For just a moment, Alec thought he saw the gnome shudder at the realization of which door he’d indicated. 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” the gnome muttered. “We certainly won’t be entering that door anytime soon, young Alec. Probably not at all, now that I think of it.” He looked Alec up and down, as if judging some quality known only to him. “Is the compulsion irresistible?” 
 
    Alec shook his head. “It’s just... it looks really awesome,” he said, a little shocked by his own boldness. “It’s like there’s someone behind the door, telling me there’s something really exciting inside.” 
 
    “Oh, there most certainly is,” Maimonides said darkly. “Only it’s not the kind of excitement any young man would want to court. I myself would have a great deal of trouble walking back through that door once I stepped through it. Speaking of which, there’s something you should be aware of.” 
 
    Alec listened. 
 
    “These doors don’t always look the same from the other side,” Maimonides explained. “You could step through an ordinary wooden door inside this building, and turn around to find the portcullis of a ship or the drawbridge of a castle stretching behind you. Sometimes the door to return may not even look like a door at all. You must be careful, and cautious, and above all observant.” The gnome let out a little huff. “It’s a good thing you’ve got me with you. Maybe Urry is right about the danger here…” 
 
    “No, let’s try one!” The thought of leaving now was intolerable—and Alec did not savor the idea of a long ride in that metal box with Maimonides. It was long past time for his training to begin, as Archmage Diamondspear had said. “A simple one, Maimonides. As you said, I need to learn to face danger.” 
 
    “But you must learn to face it wisely,” Maimonides said, sighing softly. “And for a young mage to just stroll through one of these doors having just discovered their magical talent…” The gnome shook his head. “That would be almost as unwise as venturing into a yeti-borne snowstorm in only your underclothes. If your magic were to fail you and fizzle, you don’t even have armor to protect—” 
 
    “Isn’t that the point?” Alec said, cutting him off. “The point of coming here was to force me to use my magic, not to rely on armor to save me.” 
 
    The gnome paused, then nodded, acknowledging the wisdom in his words. “This one,” the gnome said, walking through the room. He stopped before a tall oaken door reinforced with metal studs, like the doors in the guard tower of the Archon Temple. Thomas had loved to run his hands over those doors, gasping at the contrast between the rough wood and the smooth, cold metal. It was yet another thing the foundlings teased him for. 
 
    They wouldn’t tease him now, Alec thought, pausing before the door. Imagine, me about to step through a magic door! 
 
    “This should be acceptable,” the gnome said, rubbing his hands together. “I’ll let you do the honors, Alec. Go ahead and open the door.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Warm wind blew through the doorway as Alec pulled the heavy door open a crack, and before he knew it, he and Maimonides were through. The door slammed shut behind them, and Alec found himself standing in a vast, sylvan forest. 
 
    Remembering Maimonides’s lecture about entrances and exits, he turned around to scrutinize the way they’d come. The door was the same on this side as it had been in the House of Doors, only inverted—it was now a steel door ‘reinforced’ with carved frescoes of oak in the shape of studs. Alec rubbed one of the wooden pieces and winced as a splinter pricked his finger. 
 
    “Careful,” came Maimonides’s warning. “Blood attracts predators. As does noise.” 
 
    Alec rubbed his finger, pulling the sharp splinter of wood from the digit. “Attention’s exactly what we want,” he muttered, following Maimonides down the path. “Besides, we haven’t even gone far. This is the forest outside the Northmund Estate.” 
 
    Maimonides turned around mid-stride, walking backward as naturally as most men walked forward. “Oh. Is it now?” he said sarcastically.  
 
    Alec glanced around. The trees looked exactly like the ones surrounding Uriel Diamondspear’s manor, and the weather held the same combination of warm sun and chilly wind he’d experienced on his journey upward to the House of Doors. His senses told him he hadn’t gone far—and he guessed that Maimonides’s first door was more of a tutorial than an actual experience of dislocation. 
 
    Then Maimonides pointed to the sky, and Alec gasped. 
 
    A clear blue sky rose above their heads, just as it had above the Northmund Estate. Only here, two suns glowed in the atmosphere. Each of them were dimmer than the star he knew, providing slightly less light together than his native sun did alone. 
 
    “Where are we?” Alec asked, aghast. 
 
    “Another realm,” Maimonides said sagely. “Follow me, Alec. And ready yourself. You’ll be jumping into combat before you know it.” 
 
    Alec tensed, but Maimonides had merely stepped into a clearing. A small, flat hill rose in the center of the clearing, the perfect place for a picnic. Only Alec was fairly certain Maimonides had something far bloodier in mind. 
 
    “Here we are,” the gnome said once the two of them stood at the summit.  
 
    From this slight elevation Alec could see the treeline in all directions, and only now did he notice the strange growths of bright purple leaves interspersed within the trees. Bright vines like nothing he’d ever seen wrapped around their trunks, filling the world with unnatural colors. 
 
    Cold sweat broke out on Alec’s forehead. He was in another world! Within the House of Doors, about to practice magic! He felt faintly dizzy. His legs trembled beneath him as Maimonides pulled a slender silver horn from his robes and brought it to his lips. 
 
    “How many items do you have hidden in there?” Alec asked, chuckling. 
 
    The gnome didn’t answer. Instead, he blew a clear, high note on the horn, so piercing it rode the edge of Alec’s hearing. A flock of birds scattered from a nearby tree, taking flight and disappearing into the distance. 
 
    A few moments later, Alec heard sounds coming from the forest. Lots of them. 
 
    “Pull out the Diamondspear,” Maimonides commanded. “And ready your magic!” 
 
    Alec caught flashes of motion between the trees. Whatever had heard the note from Maimonides’s horn was responding to it, and they’d brought an entire clan along with them. Panic surged in Alec’s veins. His hand drifted to his Bloodcloak, ready to teleport himself to safety.  
 
    No, he thought. I have to face this head-on.  
 
    “What Element should I concentrate on?” he asked, his thoughts a whirl. “What can I even draw from a crazy place like this—” 
 
    “Relax,” Maimonides chided him. “Panic will only get you killed, Alec! Look where you’re standing, young man.” 
 
    Alec looked down. What he’d taken for a hill in the center of the clearing was actually a large boulder with a flat top, so overgrown with grasses and weeds that it was indistinguishable from the landscape surrounding it. Shimmering patterns shone in the rock, and for a few moments, the world shrank down to the energy rippling beneath his feet. 
 
    Rock. He thought of the stone plant in his quarters and put his hands against the boulder. 
 
    Just then, creatures burst through the treeline. Alec looked up to see dozens of spiders streaming across the clearing, their segmented limbs stabbing the doughy earth. His heart leapt into his throat. Once, at Master Abel’s request, Alec had been tasked with cleaning out a cellar beneath the Temple’s kitchens that had been abandoned for three summers. What every monk had assumed to be merely a boring, filthy job turned out to nearly be a fatal one. A Queen Spider had made her nest in the cellar among discarded barrels of ale, laying a clutch of eggs the size of a horse and carriage. In the end, Master Matthias had ordered the entire cellar burned. 
 
    The incident left Alec with a deep-seated fear of spiders, even small ones. And these were nearly the size of horses! 
 
    As they charged, Alec’s fingers dug deep into the rock beneath his feet. He reached out for the energy within the rock, grabbing onto it with a fearful desperation. The spiders charged ever closer, and now he could hear the chittering of their whisker-covered legs as they sensed prey and made for the boulder. 
 
    “I would recommend readying your Shield Ring,” Maimonides said, his tone strangely calm considering the storm of arachnids bearing down on both of them. “Unless you’re able to pull the Element of Earth from that rock within the next few moments—” 
 
    Alec lifted an arm just as the first three spiders leapt onto the rock. Within the span of a heartbeat, glowing plates of spectral armor snapped to life over his left arm. A spider’s fangs came down on the limb, intent on filling his veins with poison, only to clamp down on the magically enhanced armor. 
 
    Alec screamed. He flailed outward, spilling the arachnids in every direction. The first spider, its fangs nearly torn in two from biting down on the diamond-hard armor, seemed stunned by its aborted strike. Alec’s victory was short lived, however—as soon as one was tossed from the boulder, another half-dozen rose to take the spider’s place. Arachnids swarmed the platform, surrounding Alec and Maimonides. 
 
    A bubble of pure magic sprang to life around the diminutive gnome. “I’ll place this over you as well if need be,” Maimonides explained, watching Alec intensely. “But as you said: you came here to be forced to use your magic. Grab the magic, young man! Quickly!” 
 
    The danger increased with each passing moment. He struck out with the Shield Ring once, twice, scattering spiders as they tried to leap upon him. The creatures moved without even the most rudimentary intelligence, unable to do much more than swarm him in a mindless mass. Had they been even half as intelligent as bandits, they’d have brought him down easily. 
 
    I’m going to die, Alec thought, ducking backward as the gleaming fangs of a spider closed inches from his face. In that moment, all of Maimonides’s and Uriel’s assurances—and his own budding confidence— disintegrated within his mind. He wasn’t safe—far from it. One bite from these spiders and the poison would spread, leaving him paralyzed and helpless. 
 
    It was exactly the push he needed. As his fear became mortal, the energy contained within the rock jumped into his hands like a swarm of angry bees. Pain flared up and down his arms as he pushed the magic into unrecognized forms, absorbing far more of it than he’d ever done before. 
 
    More spiders jumped onto him—far too many for the Shield Ring to block. Despite his best efforts, one of the beasts managed to reach his shoulder and sink its fangs deep. 
 
    Into smooth, unbroken stone. 
 
    As if from the bottom of a deep well, Alec heard Maimonides gasp. When he opened his eyes, he saw a half-dozen spiders helplessly biting his arms, doing less damage than a summer’s breeze. His tawny arms were made of solid rock, just like the plant inside its pot in his suite. Only he hadn’t died—he’d transformed himself, turning his body rock solid in the most literal fashion. 
 
    “My... Gods,” Maimonides laughed. The gnome hardly noticed the spiders smashing into his shield, or the sparks thrown up by the contact of living flesh against magic. “Take them down, Alec! Quickly, before the magic runs out!” 
 
    Alec wasn’t so sure if it would. Just as he’d done when pulling the essence of Earth from the potted plant, it ran hot and thick within his body. Strangely, he didn’t feel sick, even with this much Earth energy coursing through him. But every time the fangs of a spider tried and failed to pierce his enhanced flesh, he felt that power weaken just a fraction. 
 
    He drew the Diamondspear, no longer worried about the bloodlust it would provoke in him. He wanted it. These weren’t his fellow men he was staring down—they were a pack of bloodthirsty beasts out of his worst nightmares. Today, the cellar beneath the Archon Temple would well and truly be avenged. 
 
    He roared, striking out with the sharp edge of the blade. It sunk into the nearest spider, covering the handle in greenish black ichor. The spider made a high-pitched chittering noise as Alec severed it cleanly into two sections, already in motion toward the thick of the pack. 
 
    As the air filled with the scent of ozone, Alec waded into the carnage. The Diamondspear moved like a living thing in his hands, a snake that struck out at the swarm of spiders again and again. On each attack, dozens of the creatures died. They rolled onto their backs, limbs clenching inward like arthritic fists as they curled up and expired from their wounds. 
 
    Alec heard someone screaming dimly in his ears. With a start, he realized it wasn’t Maimonides. It was him. All the terror and fear he’d felt at the intrusion of spiders as a child powered his wrath. The Diamondspear’s bloodlust surged within him, no longer fighting against his better impulses but riding them like a skilled jockey on a horse. He moved faster, his strikes becoming a blur as dozens of spiders died before his blows. 
 
    Finally, he twisted to the side to find no more targets waiting for him. The last few spiders to ascend the platform took one look at what he’d done to the rest of the swarm and fled, leaving nothing but stringy remnants of webbing behind them. 
 
    “Well done,” Maimonides said, sounding prouder than Alec had ever heard. “The line of Diamondspears are known to be warrior mages, but adding bastard’s blood to that line has made them more vicious than ever before—” 
 
    Alec’s blade struck Maimonides’s shield. The crackling energy around the gnome rippled, absorbing the shock, and for a moment Alec thought he might actually have broken through the Shadebringer’s potent magic. Then the shield reasserted itself, and a wave of shock pushed Alec backward. 
 
    “I’m not a Diamondspear,” Alec growled, wiping his mouth with the back of a hand. Blood pounded in his ears like the drum of a great army, commanding him to fight on. To destroy evil wherever it hid, for whatever value of ‘evil’ his mind might be able to come up with. “Uriel’s sister isn’t my mother. That’s all a lie.” 
 
    Maimonides stared at the smoking rent in his magical shield for a moment, his eyes wide with shock. Then he recovered. “Of course you’re not,” the gnome said smoothly. “You think I didn’t know that, young man?” 
 
    The words were like cold water on Alec’s senses. The bloodlust brought on by the Diamondspear fled him, leaving his shoulders sagging with the exertion of combat. 
 
    “There’s that Diamondspear bloodlust,” the gnome said, shaking his head. “There may not be a drop of Diamondspear blood coursing through your veins, young man, but you certainly have more in common with that fabled line that you’d like to admit. As long as you wield their family heirloom in battle, you’ll always carry their thirst for battle.” He gave his shield a desultory look. “Make sure it doesn’t overwhelm you, Alec. Else you’ll wind up spilling truths you never intended to share—and shedding blood you never intended to spill.” 
 
    The gnome was right, of course. This was all another sort of test: one he’d failed. He’d lost control in the heat of battle, struck the shield at the lie about his parentage. He could slaughter enemies in the thick of combat, but could he control himself? 
 
    With the Diamondspear whispering in his ears, it was a hell of an ask. 
 
    Grunting with effort, Alec snapped the metallic baton shut. “I’ll endeavor to do better, Maimonides.” 
 
    The gnome grinned. “Yes, you will, Alec. Are you ready for the next wave?” 
 
    Alec’s eyebrows rose all the way to his hairline. “You mean there’s more?” 
 
    The gnome began to laugh. “Oh yes, child. Much more.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For once, Maimonides wasn’t exaggerating. The rest of the week passed in a blur—Maimonides blew on the silver horn, summoning a different kind of monster every time. He seemed to want Alec only pulling energy from the rock beneath him, so each time he turned his body to stone to shield himself against the new threat’s attacks. Alec couldn’t help but notice that the monsters grew steadily stronger, until he fought rock trolls with hides almost as thick as his own. 
 
    The boulder beneath his feet seemed a font of pure energy. It never went dry—not even after Maimonides took him back to the same spot the next day and summoned even more monsters from the forest. This time the gnome gave Alec no instructions or help at all—he merely relied on Alec to figure out how to proceed against each wave of creatures. 
 
    It was a bloodbath. Alec’s experience with the Diamondspear grew every time he used it, and he remembered Uriel’s explanation that the weapon grew in power along with the wielder. By the time centaurs crashed through the treeline, scattering wayward branches in their wake, Alec held three different elements within himself while striking with the long, magical spear. 
 
    “Very good,” Maimonides said once the centaurs were dead. “Come with me.” 
 
    He led Alec back to the door through which they’d come. As they approached, it swung open, revealing a narrow rectangle in mid-air showing the main hall of the House of Doors. Alec expected a spell from Maimonides, but suddenly Uriel and Eleira stepped through into the forest. 
 
    “Ah, I see your training is proceeding well,” Uriel said, giving Alec a pat on the back. If the sight of blood and ichor dripping from his Bloodcloak bothered the Archmage, he gave no sign—nor did he seem to notice the remnants of various elements waiting within Alec to be transformed into magic. 
 
    Eleira, however, took all this in with a narrowed gaze. “I’m catching up to you,” the elf girl said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “The House of Doors is just as splendid as I expected.” 
 
    “Good luck with the spiders,” Alec teased, savoring the look of shock on the girl’s face. Apparently Eleira liked them about as much as Alec did. He caught her unconsciously brushing her shoulders, looking up at Uriel with eyes wide with fright. 
 
    “Spiders?” Eleira asked. “What kind of spiders—” 
 
    Alec and Maimonides stepped through the door. Alec laughed as it closed behind him, grinning wickedly. “Let’s see her deal with that,” he said, looking to Maimonides for support. “I bet it’ll take her longer than two days to clear that boulder!” 
 
    To his surprise, Maimonides wore a frown. “You should be helping each other succeed,” the gnome explained, the corners of his lips arcing downward. “This isn’t a zero-sum game, Alec. Both of you need to be at your best if you’re going to succeed at the Academy.” 
 
    Maimonides could say that all he wanted. Uriel could, as well. But the fact remained that a rivalry was growing between Alec and his elvish partner. Although the two had very little time to interact with each other directly, it felt as if they were always passing each other by. Just as Eleira promised, it was barely half a week before the elvish ranger entered the second door and joined him in the marsh, using the Elements of water and fire to destroy the half-formed creatures there. 
 
    More than once as he advanced through the series of doors on the first floor, Alec caught the elf girl looking at him with more than professional interest. It made him wonder if Eleira had a crush on him—and if so, what it might mean. Back in the Temple, it seemed as if there were only two kinds of boys: the stoic ones who never mentioned the fairer sex, and the ones who obsessed over them at every opportunity. Alec’s proclivities had always tended more toward the first than the second, so much so that he wasn’t even sure he was capable of romantic feelings. 
 
    Perhaps I have them already, he thought, summoning a pillar of water to decimate a pack of kobolds during the fourth week. The pillar was powerful, but nowhere near as strong as the unicorn he’d summoned against the bandits. Maimonides had explained that magic like that appeared only in times of great need, when the lives of his friends and those he cared about were threatened. In order to activate that kind of power, it wasn’t enough to merely put himself in danger—others had to be there with him as well. 
 
    He wouldn’t have minded Eleira being with him, to put it plainly. The elf girl worked harder than any boy he’d ever been paired up with in the Temple, and her robes at mealtimes never ceased being tight and fine. Perhaps one day, he truly would have romantic feelings for her—but for now, the training had to take precedence. Maybe that was why Eleira never went much further than staring at him on occasion while he fought waves of monsters. 
 
    “Looking forward to a little R&R?” Eleira asked him on week six. Both of them had advanced to the next-to-last door on the first floor of the House of Doors, a mountainous region covered in volcanoes and lava flows. The air around them felt like an open oven, and the monsters beyond this door seemed all either made of molten metal or carved from flames. The Element of water was necessary in order to proceed, but it was in short supply—until Alec figured out how to draw moisture from the hot, balmy air around them. 
 
    “You know, I think I’ve forgotten what rest is,” Alec said, swinging the Diamondspear through a rock monster as he covered a group of lava lizards in a spray of sprinkling water jets. “I get up, I eat, I fight monsters, then I go to sleep. All while Master Maimonides lectures me.” 
 
    “At least you don’t have to memorize dusty old tomes,” the elven warrior laughed. She tossed a throwing dagger into the eye of a creature climbing from the lava, then plucked it free and turned an entire section of glowing magma into rock with a cold spell. Eleira’s spells fizzled far less than they had when they first met, and her control of magic had increased by leaps and bounds. “I swear, going from combat to the library—it’s like going from a carnival straight to a funeral.” 
 
    Alec laughed at the juxtaposition. “I know what you mean,” he said, spears of ice flowing from his fingertips. “About the only thing that catches my attention any more is you.” 
 
    Eleira missed a step, nearly falling before the assault of two more lava lizards. Alec had to help her with a wave of icy foam, knocking the pair of lizards off their feet so Eleira could get at them with her daggers. 
 
    “For a moment, I thought you meant that,” the elf girl said, a look of keen interest in her eyes. “Now I see you’re just trying to throw me off-balance so you can be Uriel’s favorite pupil. You’ll stoop to anything to beat the better student, won’t you?” 
 
    Eleira pirouetted away before he could confirm he’d actually meant what he said. Well, no matter. Maybe when the two of them had some time to explore the town outside of the Northmund Estate, they could get to know each other a little bit better. 
 
    Tucking the thought away into the back of his mind, he returned to the ebb and flow of battle. In no time at all, the pair had demolished every monster thrown at them, bodies piling at their feet. The very landscape around Alec had been transformed by the force of his magic, going from blasted heat to frigid tundra thanks to the Element of water.  
 
    “Alright, that’s enough!” Maimonides called, his voice magically amplified. The gnome stood a short distance away, his ever-present magical shield up to ensure monsters focused on the pupils and not the teachers. Today, a special guest sat with him—Uriel Diamondspear, on a small wicker chair that seemed too slight to support his frame. “Take a break, both of you.” 
 
    They did so gladly. Alec pulled the waterskin at his side from his belt and drank half of it in a single long gulp. He’d never worked this hard before—compared to Maimonides, the most conscientious of the monks at the Archon Temple were slackers. If it weren’t for the daily increases in his magical power and the change in his muscles from constant battle, he might have felt resentment toward his new tutors. 
 
    Maimonides and Uriel conversed for a few moments as Alec and Eleira recovered, the mages’ heads together in a quiet argument. Whatever point they disagreed on, Maimonides had apparently won, because the gnome was all smiles as he dismissed the magic shield. “You’ve both done very, very well my pupils. Urry and I are very proud of you. So proud, in fact, that we’ve decided both of you are ready for a test to see if you’re prepared for the next level of training.” 
 
    Triumph soared in Alec’s chest. He felt like jumping for joy—in contrast, Eleira looked almost offended. The gorgeous elf blew a lock of long chestnut hair out of her face as she stared Maimonides down. She still hasn’t forgiven those cracks he made about her when he met her, Alec thought. Or maybe there was some animosity between elves and gnomes he failed to comprehend. 
 
    “A test?” Eleira asked, gesturing at the piles of bodies. “What would you call this, then?” 
 
    “Training,” Maimonides said wryly. “Eleira, Uriel will handle your test. Go with him, and he’ll explain the basics to you. Alec, you’re with me. Once your test is explained, both of you will have the rest of the day off to prepare.” 
 
    That wasn’t much. It hadn’t taken Alec long to realize that no matter which door they stepped through in the House of Doors, the time was always the same. The sun—or suns—hung in the same position in the sky, and night fell at the same moment no matter where you were. Alec wondered if this was something that would hold true on the other floors of the House. Hadn’t Uriel said some of these portals lead not only to other wheres but to other whens? 
 
    Either way, such a thing was likely only offered to very advanced students. Alec put it out of his mind for now and followed Maimonides to the door for this realm—a rectangular break in a waterfall of lava, through which the main hall of the House of Doors could just barely be seen. 
 
    “What kind of test are you going to be putting me through?” Alec asked his teacher as they stepped between the flows of lava. Instantly the temperature dropped, replaced with the cool dry air of the lobby of the House of Doors. Alec’s shoulders sagged with relief. “You know I can handle anything you can throw at me, Maimonides. I’ve increased the power of the Diamondspear and the Shield Ring. Not to mention, I’ve grown more adept with the Bloodcloak, too. Even without my magic, I’m a formidable fighter.” 
 
    Maimonides nodded. “You’ll need all that and more to pass this test,” the gnome said darkly. “Tomorrow, young man, you’re going in there.” 
 
    He pointed. There was only one door on the first floor that neither Alec or Eleira had entered yet—it was right next to the stairs that led to the second floor’s landing. Unlike the others, it was no ordinary door you might find in a village hamlet or manor house. Thick strands of plant matter covered a rectangle in the wall, each of which was threaded through a multifaceted jewel in the center of the opening. Alec remembered putting his hand against it on his first trip through the House of Doors, and had felt a faint echo of… something on the other side. At the time it had filled him with a deep sense of foreboding—now he felt nothing but excitement. 
 
    “I’m ready,” he told himself, all bluster and bravado. “How many monsters are waiting for me in that realm, Maimonides? A thousand?” 
 
    “Just one,” the gnome said, taking off his spectacles. “Here’s the substance of your test, young man: you are to face the monster beyond that door down and return to the entrance of the House of Doors with both your life and your soul intact. I won’t tell you how to use your magic in an effective way against the creature—that will be for you to discover in the heat of battle. Succeed, and Uriel’s agreed you can go on to the next floor. Fail, and… well…” 
 
    “Why, Maimonides,” Alec said, trying to laugh. “You make it sound as if I’ll be killed!” 
 
    A sad look flickered across the gnome’s face. “No, the creature beyond that door won’t kill you,” the gnome said, shaking his head slowly. “But it will take you out of action for quite some time. Fail, and I’m afraid the beautiful Eleira will have more than enough time to surpass your learning. And if you wind up convalescing in one of the infirmary’s beds, you won’t be able to take her around the town during your break, now will you?” 
 
    Alec gasped. He’d never said a word about Eleira to Maimonides, yet he knew his feelings toward the elf girl. He must be using magic, Alec told himself. 
 
    It would be a long time before he realized Maimonides didn’t need magic to see the way Alec felt about Eleira. He simply needed eyes. 
 
    “I won’t fail,” he said, feeling the thought harden into certainty. 
 
    Maimonides nodded. Then the gnome went up onto his toes and put a hand on Alec’s shoulder, barely reaching it. 
 
    “I hope not,” his tutor told him. “Because tomorrow, young man, you’ll be walking through that door alone.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     Most people would have butterflies in their stomach at a time like this, Alec thought, staring at the strange door. Instead, I have something very different… 
 
    Three Elements—Earth, Water, and Fire—warred within Alec’s core, filling him near to bursting. At his request, Maimonides had taken him through several of the doors on the first floor of the House of Doors that morning, allowing him to absorb magic from the various touchstones he’d encountered along the way. Now the two of them stood in the lobby before the final door, waiting for Alec to enter. 
 
    He still wasn’t sure if he’d made the right choice. Maimonides had been uncharacteristically quiet all morning, as if he’d been instructed not to give Alec anything that could potentially be considered a hint about how to handle the situation waiting for him. Today, it seemed, the final door on the first floor of the House of Doors was a puzzle he’d have to solve all on his own. 
 
    Starting with how to open the door, he thought, running his hand along the thick vines over the rectangle. The glowing jewel in the center glittered like an open eye as he stepped closer, testing each side of the door for any potential openings. No knob. No lever. 
 
    Well. There had to be something, right? 
 
    “Am I allowed to use magic on this door?” Alec asked, glancing over at Maimonides. The gnome had been watching him with an uncomfortable expression for several moments now, as if the effort of remaining silent physically pained him. “Or are you not allowed to answer that question, either?” 
 
    “You may ask me questions,” Maimonides said briskly. “Whether I can answer them or not is a wholly different story.” The gnome pursed his lips in thought. “Remember the instructions I gave you yesterday,” he said by way of help. 
 
    Alec thought. Maimonides said I would have to use my magic effectively, he told himself. Which means I should be allowed to use any magic I want. 
 
    Reaching for the nearest vines, he channeled fire. The itch of it felt like the aftereffects of a spicy curry in his chest, which flared brighter for a moment as flames lapped at his fingers. The burn faded as it flowed from his hands, covering the vines in flickering fingers of blaze. 
 
    The fire spread rapidly over the door. The jewel at the center darkened for a moment, almost like a wink, then the vines retracted into the floor. The doorway stood open before him. 
 
    “Good luck,” Maimonides murmured as Alec prepared to enter. Was that fear he heard in his tutor’s voice? Worry? Either way, there was only one thing to do about it. He had to go inside. 
 
    He stepped through the portal. The door began closing behind him like an irising eye, leaving him standing in a long hallway. The floor, ceiling, and walls brimmed with the same vines he’d seen before. 
 
    Moments later, the verdant scene shifted, as if an earthquake shook the ground—no, not the ground, but the space itself. The door had almost closed when Maimonides’s voice cut through the low rumble, “Alec! Come back, something terrible—” 
 
    The door shut with a sharp, final scream. A bright light flashed.  
 
    When his eyes cleared and his ears stopped ringing, the portal was entirely different. No, he realized. Not just different. Inverted. The thick, lush vines had become sickly, pale tendrils, spotted with thorns. The air was heavier. Darker.  
 
    The sense of dread increased as he made his way further inside. Where all the other realms beyond the House of Door’s portals were wide open forests and lush valleys, this felt like he’d stepped into an old broom closet. The air was stuffy, the walls only free of dust because of the lack of any living things passing through this realm. His footing grew uncertain over the vines, even as the hallway widened into a single chamber the size of a storeroom or a cellar. 
 
    Another step and he saw the first corpse. 
 
    It was a spider, curled upside-down with its dried, crinkling legs wrapped around its body. Something had been nibbling at the corpse, leaving little more than a desiccated shell behind. Another lay just beyond it, and abruptly Alec realized the floor of the chamber was littered with tiny bodies. What in the world? 
 
    The chamber blazed with light. Alec threw his hand in front of his face, suddenly blinded. When his vision cleared, he found himself staring at a woman in a high, straight-backed chair. She would have looked like a queen on a throne if it weren’t for the rest of her appearance, which was frankly demonic. 
 
    The demoness batted red eyes at him, her long lashes fluttering like a maiden’s. That was the only maidenly thing about her—everything else from her long horns to the flickering tail between her legs spoke of blood and lust. She wore armor of black scales that covered her from head to toe, yet clung to her ashen gray body so tightly it looked as if the demon were unclothed. The hot sensation he associated with seeing Eleira at the table in her dressing gown doubled within him. 
 
    “Why, hello there,” the demon purred, licking her lips with a too-long tongue. “What have they sent me this time? A boy?” 
 
    “A man,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady. Another disquieting thought had just occurred to him—this creature could talk. He’d had no trouble wielding the Diamondspear against spiders and lizards—those were nothing more than monstrous beasts. But this creature was almost human. If she could talk, she could beg for her life, and Alec didn’t relish the thought of slaying an intelligent monster. 
 
    The demoness crossed one leg over the other, reclining on her throne. “Prove it,” she said with a little giggle. 
 
    Her pose was so casual she nearly had her claws in Alec before he noticed she’d shifted. 
 
    The demoness moved with inhuman speed, leaping from the throne like one of the spiders from beyond the first door. Only his magic saved him—he reached for the Earth Element, turning his flesh to stone in a single instant. The demon’s claws raked across his throat and chest, seeking his heart, kicking up nothing but a cloud of dust. 
 
    “Ha! A skilled one!” The demon looked almost giddy at the prospect of a real fight. “I grow weary of eating spiders, young man. Boyflesh tastes so much better.” 
 
    Alec suppressed a shudder. Surely Uriel and Maimonides wouldn’t really let this monster eat people, would they? Better not to think of it. 
 
    Better to act. 
 
    With a quick turn, he drew the Diamondspear from his robes. Alec watched as the creature’s eyes went wide at the sight of the weapon. She recognized that spear. 
 
    “Ah, so you’re one of those,” she purred, stroking the sides of her long horns. Her nostrils flared in the balmy air, widening like the door he’d just stepped through. “Yet you don’t smell like a Diamondspear. Could Uriel be giving his weapons to bastards?” 
 
    He held the blade before him. “Call me a bastard again,” he dared, feeling the power of the Shield Ring. “I dare you.” 
 
    The demoness gave the most adorable smile, and his heart skipped a beat. That was all the time she needed to strike. 
 
    Her claws flashed again and again, striking the stone surface of Alec’s enhanced skin. To his surprise, it was beginning to hurt—a lot. He clenched the Diamondspear as the demoness tore at his stone skin, looking for a chance to strike back. But as he raised the weapon, she swiped it from his grip as if shooing a fly from her meal. The Diamondspear clattered as it fell a few feet away, out of Alec’s reach.  
 
    Now unarmed and desperate, his hands gripped the demoness, Earth energy flowing through his fingers. An image of the plant in his window flickered through his head—he’d kept it in his quarters as a kind of lesson. If he could do to the demon what he’d done to it, he could walk back out again a free man… 
 
    It didn’t work. Oh, the demoness’s skin turned to stone, alright. But the spell had failed to freeze her. Her movements slowed, yet filled with a power she hadn’t had moments before. Damn it! 
 
    Alec reached for the Bloodcloak just as it beckoned him to touch it. He teleported to his fallen Diamondspear, barely able to raise it before the demoness pounced on him. He swung the blade, only just keeping her at bay. 
 
    Now they fought like two statues, each trying to break chunks off the other. Alec got in a good hit with the Shield Ring, using the magical armored plating like a gauntlet to punch through a chunk of the demoness’s hide. If she’d sported a bare midriff at the beginning of their fight, he’d probably have punched right through her—as it was, she twisted away just in time to deflect the blow. 
 
    “Spells and tricky gadgets,” the demoness giggled, leaping over her own throne. Alec raced around it, the Diamondspear close at hand, only to discover the demoness had disappeared in a puff of smoke. “I tire of these parlor tricks, young man. They’re so gauche. Wouldn’t you rather see some of mine?” 
 
    The room darkened around him. Alec’s gaze tried to be in every corner of the room at once, keenly aware the demoness could strike from any direction. He put the chair at his back, keeping three-quarters of the room in his field of view as he pulled the Water Element into his fingers. Fire wasn’t an option, if the sickly vines of the demoness’s realm were as flammable as the vines that had covered the door. But maybe if he spread water in every direction he could flush out her invisibility. 
 
    He decided to try. Mist flowed from his fingertips, turning the air as thick and humid as a jungle in summer. He turned this way and that, only to see—there! A silhouette in a corner of the room, shaped like a woman with a long, forked tail. 
 
    “Got you,” Alec growled, triumph flaring in his chest. 
 
    The water flowing from his fingers turned to ice. Streams of it flowed from his fingertips, covering the demoness from head to toe. She struggled, but Alec’s magic was too much for her—he held too much control over it. He turned the woman into a living ice sculpture, entombing her in a frozen sarcophagus. 
 
    For a moment, he thought he’d won. Then a bright light shone through a crack in the ice and the whole thing split in half. 
 
    The demoness strode through the room, shrugging the last bits of ice from her dusky gray skin. “You’re skilled,” she said, brushing frozen chips from her hair. “I’ll grant you that, young man. You might be the most powerful mage I’ve faced in a decade. But you’ve begun to see the problem, right?” 
 
    Unfortunately, he had. The two of them had been fighting for what felt like hours now—though it couldn’t have been more than a minute or two. And so far, neither of them had landed a serious blow. 
 
    She couldn’t hurt him. And he couldn’t hurt her. 
 
    Worse, she knew it. The demoness stepped right up to him, her arms spread wide as if she were about to hug him. “Go on,” she said, grinning too wide for a human woman. “Strike me down. Show me some of that Diamondspear bloodlust!” 
 
    It was a trap. He knew it. But the baton in his hand sang to him, and as he drew it he felt the righteousness of his magic. The demoness stood there, grinning complacently as he struck directly into her heart. 
 
    I did it, he thought dazedly. I killed her! 
 
    The thought brought triumph and shame in equal measure. Why did he have to achieve his power over a pile of bodies? It was wrong for him to kill a living, speaking creature, even one as clearly evil as this. 
 
    He didn’t have time to wring his hands, however. As soon as he withdrew the blade, the wound he’d laid in the demoness closed. She melted away to mist, still grinning, and reformed sitting on her makeshift throne. 
 
    “You can do that again, if you want,” she purred, crossing one leg over the other like a seductress. “It tickles!” 
 
    Alec stared down at the Diamondspear. His rage left him, the fabled bloodlust of the Diamondspear line dissipating as he tucked the baton into his robes with a disgusted sigh. 
 
    “We’re at a stalemate,” he realized, glaring at the beautiful demoness. “I can’t beat you, and you can’t beat me.” 
 
    The demoness snorted and rolled her eyes. “Well, of course not,” she said, seeming happy that he’d finally figured it out. “This test isn’t about fighting, young man. Your magic won’t help you get out of here and back to your tutors—and neither will any of your fancy little magical gadgets.” 
 
    Alec stood frozen in his tracks. “Lies,” he sputtered, unwilling to believe the demoness. “One of us isn’t leaving here alive. I have to defeat you if I want to pass the test!” 
 
    “That’s what they all say,” the demoness said, her tail twisting like a corkscrew between her thighs. “You haven’t figured it out yet, have you? This isn’t the introductory course, kid—this is the rest of your life. If you want to ever get back out of here and go on living, you’re going to have to agree to my rules.” 
 
    Alec glared hard at the demon, willing himself to be strong. Perhaps, if he could convince her to let her guard down, then strike a weak spot? It was worth a shot. 
 
    “Alright,” he said, allowing his arms to drop. “What are your rules?” 
 
    “I’m glad you asked,” the demoness growled, reaching behind her back. Alec tensed, expecting a weapon, but the gray-skinned demon held nothing more exotic than a long scroll of paper. The parchment was aged and stained with time, broken in several places, yet the ink on it remained bold and dark. “In order to leave this realm, you’ll need to sign this contract.” 
 
    Instantly Alec knew this wasn’t the test. Something—or someone—had intercepted him on the way to the real exam. This was not the realm Maimonides expected to send him to. What the hell was going on? Calm down, Alec commanded himself. If you start freaking out, this woman will tear you limb from limb. 
 
    Only she wouldn’t, would she? Because she couldn’t hurt him. The two of them would merely end up staring at each other for all eternity. She was a pleasant creature to stare at, he had to admit, but Alec would greatly prefer to return to the House of Doors. 
 
    “Don’t give me that look,” the demoness said, rising smoothly. “Look, you even know the man who wrote the contract. Well, not personally, of course— you know what I mean. Take a look.” 
 
    Alec did. When he saw the signature at the bottom, next to the line where he was to write his, his heart thudded against his ribcage like a kettle drum. 
 
    This parchment was signed by the Archon! 
 
    “How,” Alec muttered, scanning the provisions in the contract. He was no legal scholar, and most of them seemed little more than gibberish to him. “How is this possible?” 
 
    “Don’t think about it,” the demoness purred against his ear. Something dark shifted within him, something that might break loose at any moment should his control falter. “Just sign on with us, kiddo. You, me, the Archon… and several other powerful mages in the Kingdoms. We’ve got a little secret society, you see—and you’re the most promising prospect we’ve seen in many years.” 
 
    They’re evil, Alec realized. And they want to bind me. 
 
    He had no doubt that magic saturated every pore of the parchment. Written in the Archon’s hand, it would bind his will to whatever was contained in its words. Even his thoughts would no longer be his own were he to agree to membership in whatever society this demon spoke about. 
 
    “We have big plans,” the demoness said, licking her lips. “Your friends are right—the world is changing, Alec. For the better! Don’t you want to end up on top when it’s all over? You can have anything you want: money, power, girls…” 
 
    The thought of girls made Eleira’s face appear in his thoughts. He drew away from the demon with a shudder—he knew what the elf would think of all this. “You’re rotten,” he stammered, reaching for the Shield Ring. “I don’t want anything to do with you!” 
 
    The demoness’s face filled with a sick strain of sympathy. “Oh, come on,” she said, sounding almost pleading. “If not for yourself, think of the ones you love. Who’s going to protect all those squalling brats back at your Temple without you there to watch over them? Bad things could happen to those boys without you on our team, Alec. I’m just saying…” 
 
    His heart froze in his chest. Thomas, Marcus, Mortimer—all the foundlings. “You wouldn’t,” he growled, rage welling in his veins. 
 
    “You’re right, I wouldn’t,” the demoness said with a shrug. “But some of our members, well… they don’t have the patience I do. Living in a realm like this will teach you fortitude like nothing else—which you’ll learn, if you don’t want to sign the contract. I can wait all night, young man—and the next day, and the next, and the next…” 
 
    She had him cornered. This demon was a powerful member of a secret society, and if the only way for him to escape her clutches was to join, then… 
 
    No. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t! 
 
    “You,” Alec groaned, taking a step back from the beautiful demon. “What would these mages want with you, anyway?” 
 
    The demon looked hurt. “Why, I’m a familiar,” she said, as if it was obvious. “They use me for little errands like this. I’m a very diligent girl, almost like your fellow pupil. Only I don’t have such a stick up my butt, of course.” 
 
    She’s not one of them, he realized. She’s just a servant—like one of the monks at the Temple. 
 
    And like the monks, maybe she could be bribed. 
 
    This Realm was like the cable cart that carried Alec to the House of Doors. It might appear splendid to some, but he could tell the demoness found her environs every bit as drab and rickety as Alec did the pulley system along the Northmund Estate’s great chain. If he could offer her something, perhaps he could change her loyalties? 
 
    The answer, he realized, was right under his feet. His toe crunched a spider, the poor thing sucked dry until it was little more than ashes. 
 
    “You like eating spiders?” Alec asked, affecting a casual tone. 
 
    The question was so unexpected it caught the demoness off-guard. “Indeed I do,” she said, her sharp chin taking in the carpet of insectoid bodies at their feet. “It’s one of the only pleasures I get in this realm. Pulling them apart and sucking them clean of marrow is almost as good as consuming a human’s soul.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about that last part,” Alec said with a shrug, “but I happen to know where there’s a lot more spiders. Way bigger ones than these—as big as horses. What if I told you I could get you as many of them as you wanted?” 
 
    No one’s going to fall for a plan like this, he told himself, trying to keep his face neutral. My freedom for spiders? She’d have to be a fool to— 
 
    “All the spiders I want?” she asked, leaning forward in her seat. 
 
    He might as well go big—otherwise, he couldn’t go home. “As many as you can eat,” he assured her, lifting his hands. “As often as you want. I’ll provide you all the spiders you can possibly eat, if you’ll agree to let me out of your Realm and back to the House of Doors.” 
 
    The contract snapped shut in the demon’s hands. “You won’t be able to give them to me here,” she cooed, clasping her hands together beneath her chin. “Which means you’d have to let me come with you, right?” 
 
    Ah, he thought, the realization flooding him. So that’s what you want. Well, if it gets me out of here. 
 
    “Sure,” he said with a shrug. “The more the merrier.” 
 
    The demoness sprang from her chair, her face inches away from his. “Swear it,” she demanded, a wicked gaze dancing in her eyes. “Swear to me, mortal!” 
 
    Heedless of the trouble he might be getting into, Alec closed his eyes. “I swear to grant you all the spiders you can possibly eat,” he said solemnly. “In exchange, you’ll allow me to leave this place.” 
 
    “And you’ll allow me to leave,” the demoness hissed. He hadn’t realized until that moment that the demon was just as bound as he was. She probably wasn’t allowed to suggest this to anyone who visited her Realm. He’d had to broach the topic first. “Say it!” 
 
    “And I’ll allow you to leave,” Alec said with a little laugh. “Do I have to prick my finger, produce a drop of blood or something like that?” 
 
    “No,” the demoness said with a laugh. “Binding a demon to a mortal is much simpler than that.” 
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, the demoness kissed him. 
 
    Her lips felt like liquid fire against his. He recoiled, his mouth opening slightly in shock, and the demoness wrapped her arms around him and kissed him harder. Warmth filled him as the realm dissolved, his lips puckering as he leaned into the beautiful, gray-skinned monster’s embrace. A wind blew over his skin, tearing away his senses. 
 
    “My name is Trystara, Alec of the Archon,” the voice of the demoness purred before it faded into silence. 
 
    When Alec opened his eyes, he was standing in the lobby of the House of Doors, his lips puckered and his arms holding nothing at all. He became aware of Maimonides staring at him, the gnome’s mouth open so wide it nearly trailed on the floor. 
 
    “Alec!” Maimonides rushed over as quickly as his tiny legs allowed. “Gods, are you alright? What happened? Where did you come from?” Maimonides asked, pointing at the door. The vines and jewel had reformed while neither of them were looking, as if the door had never been breached at all. “That door… It took you somewhere else, didn’t it? I saw a flash and then…” 
 
    “It took me to a demon’s realm,” Alec stammered, recovering his senses. The ghost of that needy kiss lay heavy against his lips for a long moment before he was able to shake it free. “Well, a demoness’s realm. Trystara.”” 
 
    Alec didn’t think Maimonides was capable of further shock, but the gnome exceeded his expectations. “Alec. Beyond that door you should have found a forest glade with golem made from an enchanted suit of armor. Are you telling me that’s not what you fought?” 
 
    Briefly, Alec outlined what had happened. Maimonides’s eyes got wider and wider as he listened. 
 
    “The golem is one of my inventions,” he muttered when Alec was done. “In order to defeat it, you were supposed to hit each of its limbs with a different type of magic. That’s the intended puzzle, not some... contract written by the Archon himself!” 
 
    Demonic laughter filled the House of Doors. Abruptly, Alec had the sense of someone standing just behind him, their lips pursed against his ear. The lights dimmed beneath the dome, then returned to normal. 
 
    “I suppose that would be the woman you freed,” Maimonides said, wiping sweat from his forehead. “That’s, what, the third impossible thing you’ve done since you met Uriel Diamondspear? Making a bargain with a demon!” 
 
    Sudden fear gripped Alec’s chest. “Did I do something wrong, Maimonides? I didn’t give up my soul or something like that, did I?” 
 
    The gnome relaxed. “You’ve done nothing wrong, young Alec. In truth, you’ve done something… well, something that hasn’t been done for many generations. Binding a demon to a mage’s will through a bargain isn’t considered a bad thing—it’s considered an impossible one. Even Uriel couldn’t have managed what you just did, young man. We’re truly in uncharted territory now.” 
 
    “I didn’t really command her,” Alec protested, remembering the demon’s promise of mages around the world working together in a secret society. Commands were more their thing—and Alec wanted nothing to do with it. “I just… made her an offer.” 
 
    Maimonides swallowed hard. “If you don’t mind me asking, Alec, what kind of offer? It wasn’t of a… well, a prurient nature, was it?” 
 
    It took Alec a moment for his meaning to sink in. When it did, the young man’s cheeks flushed beet red. 
 
    “No, not at all!” he said, waving his hands in the air. “I promised her all the spiders she wanted, Maimonides! That’s it! As many spiders to eat as her stomach would hold!” 
 
    Maimonides stared at him in near-disbelief for a moment, then relaxed. “Well then, that’s alright,” the gnome said, sighing with relief. “I suspect her freedom was the real jewel that provoked her to accept your offer, even shackled to a mortal as such freedom would inevitably be. I’ll have to take you back to the spider’s nest at some point, though—it wouldn’t do to renege on a contract, especially one this important.” 
 
    Alec looked at the door, his stomach sinking. “So I didn’t really pass the test,” he realized, feeling so irritated he could scream. “Do I not advance to the next level, then?” 
 
    Maimonides’s laugh was so long and loud it shook the very walls of the House of Doors. “Lad, I’ve known mages who’ve practiced magic their entire lives that couldn’t pass a test such as the one you’ve just faced. You’ve ascended to the next level, certainly— and possibly much more than that. But for now, we need to return to the manor. I must inform Urry that someone’s managed to access the House of Doors. Until we know more, we can’t trust any of these portals.” 
 
    Alec understood. He wouldn’t trust them either, if any one of them could lead to a demon’s realm. His gaze traveled up to the thin door just beneath the roof of the dome, and a shudder passed through him. If a demon had been lurking behind the door of today’s test, what horrors might be concealed through the final portal? 
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    “You won’t believe it!” Eleira said proudly. The elf girl was nearly bouncing up and down with delight. “I passed! I’m moving on to the next level of training!” 
 
    Moments after Alec and Maimonides stepped off the cable cart leading from the House of Doors down the chain to the Northmund Estate, they ran into Uriel and Eleira making their way back from the manor. Alec realized this was no accident—some secret signal had passed from the gnome to the Archmage in the intervening time. Uriel wore the proud smile Alec knew so well, but the look in his eyes spoke of a secret worry. 
 
    “That’s great!” Alec said, giving Eleira a quick hug. For once, the elf girl didn’t tense up—if anything, she seemed to welcome the embrace. “I passed too! We were just up in the House of Doors.” 
 
    “Lucky,” Eleira said, crossing her arms over her chest. “You got a field exam. I had to conjugate verbs from the Leafwalker Grimoire for nearly a half an hour before Uriel would let me do anything fun with my magic.” She turned to the Archmage, smiling up at the Archmage. “Does this mean Alec and I are ready for our entrance exams to the Academy?” 
 
    Uriel gave a little start, as if he’d been only half-listening to the conversation. “That remains to be seen,” he said distractedly, putting an arm on Maimonides’s shoulder. “You two may have the rest of the day off. I need to speak with your tutor and Tanuin at once.” 
 
    As the two men made their way back into the manor, Eleira shrugged. “What’s gotten into them?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow in Alec’s direction. “They look like they’ve seen a ghost or something.” 
 
    Well, there was no hiding it. “My exam wasn’t what Maimonides expected,” he said, noting Eleira’s shock. “Something changed the door I walked through before I went through it…” 
 
    As they walked back to the manor, Alec explained what had happened in the House of Doors. Eleira’s eyes widened as Alec regaled her with his tale of facing down the demoness—and her eyes filled with a curious shade of jealousy as he described the monster’s lush curves. When he got to the part about setting her free, the elf girl stood up as straight as a spear, glancing around them in sudden fright. 
 
    “She’s not here with us right now, is she?” Eleira asked. 
 
    “I’m... not sure,” Alec admitted. He didn’t truly understand how any of this worked. Not yet at least. He dearly wished he could have a nice long conversation with Uriel and Tanuin about all of this, get to the bottom of this secret society and what they wanted from him. 
 
    Unfortunately, he wouldn’t get his chance. As soon as Alec and Eleira reached the great hall, they saw Uriel and Tanuin making their way down the stairs, heavy packs slung over their shoulders. The elf must have returned while they were training in the House of Doors, but now it looked as if he was headed out again—and with Uriel. Tanuin carried far more than the aged Archmage, of course, allowing the older man to travel light. 
 
    “Tanuin —when did you get back?” Eleira’s eyes went to the pack on his shoulder. “Oh, you’re leaving again? Where are you going?” Eleira asked, pausing at the foot of the stairs. 
 
    The elven ranger sized Eleira up at a glance. A spark passed between them, and suddenly Alec knew that Tanuin knew he’d told the girl everything. His eyes gave no indication what he thought of that. 
 
    “I returned a few weeks ago, but I thought I’d better not distract you two.” Tanuin smiled briefly, then his face sunk back to seriousness. “Uriel and I have a mission,” he explained, nodding as he reached Eleira’s level. “You and Alec will stay here. Maimonides will take over both of your training for now. You’re roughly at the same level, so he’ll oversee your magical development. No more trips to the House of Doors for now— not until we know what’s going on there.” 
 
    “How will we be training now, then, Archmage Diamondspear, if not in the House of Doors?” Alec asked Uriel. 
 
    He’d rarely seen Uriel at such a loss for words. “Unfortunately, young man, Maimonides has the best hands I can put you in at the moment. Despite Eleira and your progress, neither of you are sufficiently prepared for entrance examinations at the Academy—not until you can channel the Greater Form of an Element, in any case. Maimonides will have to teach you, and he’ll have to do it without the House of Door’s help. I am sorry to leave you both like this.” 
 
    “Just tell us where you’re going,” Alec asked. “Please!” 
 
    “Your revelations have… accelerated things. The world is in an even more perilous state than we’d assumed,” the Archmage said in an imperious tone. He rose to his full height, and suddenly he was no longer kindly Uriel—he was the Archmage, one of the most powerful and terrifying magic wielders in all the kingdoms. “Not only are the portals within the House of Doors compromised, traitors work against us in the Realms. I intend to root them out, now, before their familiars can report back that they’ve been detected.” 
 
    The aura of power surrounding Uriel Diamondspear faded, and he was the kindly mentor once again. “Meanwhile, you will have to study and train hard,” he said in a kinder tone. “The situation has just become far, far more dire than any of us could have anticipated. I need both of you ready to take the examinations in a week.” 
 
    Eleira’s shocked gasp filled the hall. “A week! That’s not enough time!” She reached out to grab Archmage Diamondspear’s cloak, but retracted her hand. “Without the House of Doors, we have no hope of making enough progress. If we could just go there a few more—” 
 
    “Listen to me,” Archmage Diamondspear glared at the elf girl, as if to burn his words into her. “You will not, under any circumstances, attempt to use the House of Doors. If you—either of you—even so much as attempt to go to the floating island, I will personally ensure you never see the inside of the Academy.” He paused, as if only now realizing how viciously he spoke. He softened, breathing deeply. “A week is what you have. It may not be enough time, but it’s all we have.” 
 
    “It will have to be enough,” Maimonides said firmly. “We will find a way, Urry—don’t doubt that.” 
 
    “I don’t.” The Archmage gathered his robes around him, ready for travel. “Shall we, Tanuin?” 
 
    In all this conversation, the elven ranger had barely said two words. Now he turned to Alec, his brows furrowing in a kindly expression. “Take care of Eleira,” he said, patting Alec on the back. “And yourself.” 
 
    With that, the pair of them retreated down the hall. Alec watched them go, disbelief spreading through his chest. “What are we going to do without them?” he asked, his eyes fixed on Uriel’s back. 
 
    The answer came from Maimonides. “We’re going to learn,” the gnome said. “By the time they get back, we’re going to need to have both of you whipped into shape.” 
 
    As he watched them go, Alec agreed. He only hoped he and Eleira were up to the challenge. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Alec wouldn’t have thought that after the events he’d been through within the House of Doors that things could go back to normal so quickly. But as Maimonides increased the pace and difficulty of lessons, getting both he and Eleira into it, Alec soon fell into a rhythm that left him little time to worry about what Uriel and Tanuin were up to. 
 
    Without the House of Doors to provide a change of scenery, Maimonides settled for skirmishes on the Northmund Estate’s lawn. He pitted Alec against Eleira in games of magical strength and knowledge—the first nearly always won by Alec, the second always won by Eleira. The elf girl read her book frequently while Maimonides put Alec through drills, having him absorb and return energy from nearby objects rapidly until he could do it almost without thinking. The effort left him physically and mentally exhausted, so much so that every night it felt as if a weight had settled on his eyelids the moment he reached his quarters. 
 
    Several days like this passed, until Maimonides stopped the drills. A growing sense of frustration had filled them. Although both pupils were learning the ways of magic, it couldn’t be denied that Alec’s raw magical power far outstripped Eleira’s. It didn’t help that any time there was even a hint of a stalemate between them, Maimonides would increase the danger and bring Alec’s hidden powers to the fore. Soon Eleira ignored the duels completely, preferring to keep her nose in a book while Alec practiced vigorously on the lawn. 
 
    He couldn’t help feeling that he’d offended Eleira, although he’d done nothing to her himself. She was no longer the harsh, aloof girl she’d been when he first met her at Northmund, but neither could she truly be called his friend. The romantic tension between them was still taut on the battlefield and at meal times, but neither of them had the time or energy to follow up on them. With each day that passed, Eleira’s frustration grew—until one day, at practice, it finally boiled over. 
 
    Somehow, Alec had managed to talk her into a duel. A rather simple one, involving the Element of Water—ice at twenty paces, each trying to freeze the other to the point of withdrawing from the battlefield. And Eleira had just been about to succeed—when Maimonides struck Alec between his shoulder blades with a rod. Alec screamed in rage and pain, sending a unicorn made of ice slashing through Eleira’s half-formed spell. The elf girl fell on her bottom, swearing in a language Alec had never heard before. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said quickly, closing the distance between them. “I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “This isn’t working!” Eleira screamed. Something broke inside of her, her hands clutching the long chestnut tresses of her hair. “I’m not going to be ready for the Academy exam on time! This is useless!” 
 
    Maimonides stepped in. “Come now,” the gnome said, a hint of worry in his features. “I know we’ve been pushing you hard, girl. But a thing as beautiful as you has stamina to match—” 
 
    It was the wrong thing to say, and everyone but Maimonides seemed to know it. “And you,” the elf girl growled, pointing a trembling finger at the gnome. “If you could stop being a pervert for twenty minutes, maybe you could actually teach us something!” 
 
    Before Maimonides could say another word, Eleira bolted from the practice field. She held a hand over her face, stifling tears as she raced back to the main building of the manor. Alec made to follow, but a hand on his abdomen stopped him. 
 
    “Let her go,” Maimonides said with a heavy sigh. “Damn it, I knew this would happen. I’m being too hard on you both. The task Urry gave me... getting the both of you ready in a week... without the House of Doors, I don’t see how I can possibly do it. It’s not enough, and she knows it.” 
 
    Alec frowned. “You’re the teacher,” he said, entreating the gnome with his gaze. “It’s your responsibility to get us ready.” 
 
    “I know,” Maimonides said with another sigh. “That’s why I’m going to give the lass a half-hour to cry into her pillow and tell herself how unfair the world is, then I’ll bring her back here and continue training. In the meantime, why don’t you take a break as well? You might as well relax for a few minutes. Why not grab a bite in the dining hall?” 
 
    Alec thought that was a wonderful idea, indeed. His stomach growled as if it were agreeing with Maimonides right then and there, and the gnome laughed in approval. A few minutes later, Alec sat at a table in the dining hall along with some of Archmage Diamondspear’s servants, nibbling his lunch. For once, it was nice to be treated like everyone else. No one in the servant’s hall looked at him like he was some kind of hero, or like he was their superior. He was just another man eating his meal. 
 
    “You promised me spiders,” a voice whispered in his ear. 
 
    Well. Maybe not quite like other men. 
 
    Alec turned, but he already knew what he would see: nothing. The demoness could turn invisible whenever she wanted—perhaps she wasn’t even in the hall in a bodily form. “I did,” he whispered, hoping no one overheard. “And as soon as I can get into the House of Doors safely again, I will.” 
 
    Alec thought he heard a laugh at the edge of his perception. “Why can’t you go there now?” the voice whispered. 
 
    “Haven’t you heard anything?” Alec asked, muffling the words with the rim of his cup. “The House of Doors is compromised. They don’t lead where they’re supposed to. No one can go in them until Uriel verifies they’re safe.” 
 
    “Well then,” the voice purred, the last syllable turning into a giggle, “why is your little friend there now?” 
 
    Little friend? Who could she possibly... Eleira. 
 
    “You’re lying,” Alec muttered. 
 
    “She’s there right now,” the demoness whispered. “Ooh—she’s picking a really bad one to walk through. That door might just eat her alive.” 
 
    “Stop it!” Alec roared. He stood up, but of course there was no one there. The servants stared at him for a moment, then went back to eating, unperturbed. He wasn’t the first, nor would he be the last Diamondspear to be a little eccentric at meal times. 
 
    Alec had to verify the demoness was lying. Surely Eleira wouldn’t go to the House of Doors, would she? At the very least, she’d take Maimonides with her. There was far too much danger in walking through those doors— 
 
    He thought of Maimonides’s words on the practice field. This method of training isn’t working - and she knows it… 
 
    Yes. Yes, Eleira would go to the House of Doors alone, if it meant the difference between getting into the Academy or not. Damn it! 
 
    Alec’s steps turned into a dead run. He didn’t couldn’t go to Maimonides. If he found out and told Uriel, Eleira’s hopes for the Academy—the very thing for which she was now risking her life—would be dashed. No, Alec had to rescue her without the gnome’s help. Just like when Marcus made his way into the Crypt, he was on his own.  
 
    And just like Marcus and the Crypt, Alec prayed he could get there in time. 
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    I feel like I’ve done this before, Alec thought, staring up the length of the great chain leading to the House of Doors. Only last time, the person I was chasing into danger was too young to know better. Damn it, Eleira, what have you gotten yourself into? 
 
    No trace of the elf girl could be seen from the grounds of the Northmund Estate. Try as he might, Alec couldn’t see what was happening on the floating island, let alone inside the House of Doors. Had Eleira already made it inside the House – Gods forbid, inside one of the doors – or did she still stand there thinking it over, wondering if it was worth it? He hoped for the second, but feared the first. 
 
    The cable cart was nowhere to be found. Alec remembered Maimonides sending it back down the chain after they’d ascended to the floating island ‘just in case’ anyone else needed to access the House behind them. Belatedly, he realized this step was necessary to give anyone else the ability to access the House of the Doors. Without the cable cart at the bottom of the chain, Alec had no means to access the floating island. 
 
    “No,” he muttered, pulling the lever again and again. “No! Come on, come down here you stupid rustbucket!” 
 
    It was no use. Alec would have been glad, for the first time, to see the rickety, swaying box of metal making its way down the chain, but it refused to budge. Eleira had taken it with her to the House of Doors, and unless she suddenly thought to send the conveyance back down, he and everyone else were trapped far below with no way to rescue her. 
 
    Or were they? 
 
    Alec pulled the Bloodcloak tighter around his slender frame. In the fields of the Archon Temple, the enchanted cloak responded to his need, teleporting him into the treeline to stop a bandit from escaping with one of the foundlings in tow. It had responded in the demoness’s realm too, when he needed to retrieve his fallen Diamondspear. 
 
    He stared up the length of the chain, a hollow feeling spreading through his chest. Before, when he’d used the Bloodcloak to teleport, it had sent him perhaps the length of the Temple’s vegetable garden. The chain stretching from the Estate to the House of Doors looked to be at least two or three times that length. 
 
    It responds to need, he told himself, his resolve hardening. And Gods, do I have a need right now! 
 
    If Eleira walked through those doors alone, she’d never come back out through the other side. Alec knew it—knew it with the same certainty he knew the sun would rise the next morning. Nothing told him it would happen, yet he felt it in his bones. He needed to be there, otherwise the elf girl was done for. 
 
    “Bloodcloak,” he whispered, staring at the rim of the floating island and picturing himself standing upon it. “I need your help. If you don’t get me up there, Eleira is in a lot of trouble.” 
 
    He could never have asked such a thing for himself. His pride would have kept him from doing it. But a friend in danger? Ah, that brought the power flowing through his fingertips. He hugged the Bloodcloak tighter, closing his eyes and imagining himself standing at the entrance to the House of Doors. Stepping across the threshold, chasing Eleira up to the top floor, and stopping her just before she entered the forbidden door— 
 
    That peculiar wrenching sensation overwhelmed him, and he knew he was in motion. The Bloodcloak teleported him through open air, sending him upward in a way nothing else could. He could practically feel the cool grass against the bottoms of his boots, and a smile of triumph lit up his face. 
 
    He opened his eyes. 
 
    And found himself staring hundreds of feet down into the valley below. 
 
    Only Maimonides’s weeks of training saved him. His reflexes, sharpened by magic and constant combat, sent his hands wrapping around the links of the oversized chain an instant before he fell into the clear blue sky. His body twisted, legs kicking out for something to hang onto. Nothing lay beneath him—he dangled from the twisted length of chain, about halfway up the metal box’s journey. A taut strand of cable hung above his head, stretching to the floating island far above. 
 
    The Bloodcloak hadn’t been able to teleport him all the way to the House of Doors. Its magic faltered, or perhaps he wasn’t in tune enough with the Archon’s heirloom to make full use of its power. As a result, he’d found himself hanging from the great chain, helplessly swaying in the wind. 
 
    His gaze traveled up the chain’s metallic length. It hung at nearly an eighty degree angle before him, going almost vertical against the base of the floating island. The strongest man in the world might have been able to climb that surface, but Alec was far from the strongest man in the world. Sliding down seemed a safer prospect, but even that had its difficulties. And getting back down the Estate would only prolong the time Eleira wandered the House of Doors alone. 
 
    Alec closed his eyes and tried to use the Bloodcloak a second time. Perhaps another shot could boost him to the rim of the floating island? Just as he felt the wrenching sensation begin to take hold, a blast of wind nearly knocked him loose from the chain. He held on for dear life, his fingers beginning to ache against the cold. The metal was pitted, worn with rust in several places, and the exertion of holding on so tightly strained his muscles. 
 
    I don’t even know if I can get back down, Alec realized. Panic took hold of him. What do I do? 
 
    The chain shook beneath him, as if trying to impart an answer. His grip shifted again, the world lurching beneath him, and his legs kicked out against open air as he struggled to reassert his balance. His fingers tingled with cold—and with something else entirely. 
 
    Magic! The longer he held on, the more he felt it. Whatever else Maimonides had done with his special contraption, he’d left the massive chain absolutely humming with Elemental energy. As Alec gripped the nearest link, he opened himself to his powers, absorbing some of the chain’s energy. 
 
    It was as if the chain had been waiting for him to call on it. Plates formed over the tips of his fingers and thumb, dark as obsidian and hard as steel. They covered the digits like the fingers of gloves, magnetizing his grip against the chain. Amazed, Alec tested relaxing one arm, then another. Even with all of his weight freed, the pads on his hands refused to give an inch. 
 
    This must be how mages made it up here before Maimonides built his box, Alec realized. It made sense—after all, the rickety elevator hadn’t always been there. Someone must have come up here the first time to secure the contraption, and the chain functioned as a natural energy source for mages. 
 
    With this knowledge safely tucked in the back of his mind, Alec began to climb. It wasn’t easy—he doubted most of the monks back at the Temple could have managed it, with or without the pads—but step by step, Alec managed to climb the chain like a rope. Slick sweat coated his palms, but nothing shook the grip of the magically enhanced magnets on his fingers. 
 
    He reached the floating island and tugged himself onto the grass, gasping. The pads faded from his fingers upon leaving contact with the chain, vanishing as quickly as they’d come. For a few moments he lay there, catching his breath and looking up at the sky as he fought off waves of vertigo and dizziness. 
 
    “I thought Maimondes’s box was bad,” he muttered a minute or two later as he staggered to his feet. “I’ll take a rickety old rustbucket over a climb like that, any day.” 
 
    Eleira, Alec thought, with a start. He didn’t have time to lounge on the grass and muse. She was in danger, and Alec was the only one who could save her. 
 
    It was a short run to the House of Doors. Every step increased Alec’s anxiety, as he knew another of Uriel’s pupils had made this same journey only a short time before. As he ran he pictured Eleira, steadfastly striding into the House with a look of determination on her face. No, she wouldn’t have paused thoughtfully at the threshold, arguing with herself over whether or not she was making the right choice. When Eleira decided to do something, she devoted herself to it whole-heartedly. 
 
    Alec climbed the stairs and stepped into the darkened chamber. The dome felt lighter than usual, as if someone had decided to ration an extra helping of sunlight to the cobweb spotted interior of the House of Doors. The atmosphere was oppressive, as if he was the first person to set foot in the building in a very long time. 
 
    But then, he saw the footprints. Dust caked the floor, and every few feet an indentation shone against the dark marble floor. Alec put his foot against one of them, noted the smallness of the intruder’s size compared to his. It had to be Eleira. 
 
    His gaze traveled up to the eighth floor of that strange, arcane House. According to Maimonides and Uriel, all of the portals in the House of Doors were potentially compromised—meaning all or none of them could lead to their respective realms. There was no telling what kind of monsters had taken up residence in the worlds beyond the portals—unless he stepped through, that is. 
 
    Alec sought out one door over all: the one that had whispered to him during his first visit, on the eighth level. It was just beneath the great cupola overlooking the House, right where he expected it to be. 
 
    The door was open. 
 
    A shiver passed down Alec’s spine. He was too late—Eleira had already entered the forbidden door. Frozen in his tracks, all Alec could do was stare numbly, calculating the enormity of the task before him. What could possibly lay in wait within that portal? 
 
    Just then, a whispering voice hissed against his ears. For a moment he expected Trystara, but this sound carried an even darker, more sinister tone than the demoness’s. More insistent, too. 
 
    The urge to run up the stairs and throw himself into the world beyond the door sang in Alec’s veins. Instantly, with a certainty that belied all knowledge, he knew that door had been open when Eleira reached the House of Doors. She hadn’t intended to step through it. Possibly she’d been angling for access to the second floor, or the third, only for that arcane power to tug at her heartstrings the way it’d tugged at Alec. 
 
    Like the songs of sirens, luring sailors to their doom on the rocks, the forbidden door chanted its deathly melody against Alec’s skull. 
 
    His feet began to move. He didn’t want to enter—even as the thought sent a thrill through his bloodstream—but he had to. Eleira depended on it. 
 
    Perhaps if Maimonides had been with her, she could have been safe inside that strange portal. But the gnome was far below in the Northmund Estate, totally unaware that anything was wrong. Only Alec’s connection to the demoness Trystara let him know of Eleira’s escape. 
 
    Alec climbed the flights of stairs, panting all the way. As each flight was stationed beyond the doors on every floor, he had to trace a semi-circle to reach every level of the domed structure. Sweat beaded on his brow as he reached the eighth and highest floor, where the open door waited for him. 
 
    “This is a bad idea,” a voice whispered in his head. Trystara. 
 
    “It’s the only idea I’ve got,” Alec shot back, pausing before the door. This close to the opening, the siren song was stronger than ever. He wanted to leap through the portal like it was a waterfall in the desert. 
 
    He felt, more than heard, the demoness consider his words. “If you die,” she finally muttered, as if she’d just solved some equation, “you won’t be able to give me any more spiders. You won’t fulfill your promise!” 
 
    “You could help me, then,” Alec said, cocking his head to the side. “I’m no use to you dead, right?” 
 
    “Oh, if you’re dead then I’ll be free,” the demoness said wistfully. “But I wouldn’t want to be free in that realm. Oh no…” 
 
    “Fine then,” Alec grunted. He couldn’t count on Trystara’s help—but the demoness just might come in handy when he really needed it. He’d have to find out for himself. 
 
    Steeling himself for whatever he might find, Alec sighed deeply and jumped through the portal, entering the forbidden door. 
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    The portal sizzled like a hot griddle as Alec jumped through to the other side. Unlike the doors he’d passed through elsewhere on the House of Doors, this one had no corresponding opening on the other side—just an angry slash in the open air. Immediately he wondered how he would get back to the lobby. But before he could even think of a plan, the rent in the air slammed shut behind him, sealing him within the portal’s world. 
 
    “Oh, you’ve done it now,” Trystara whimpered inside of his skull. “This one’s bad. It’s really, really bad.” 
 
    So the demoness said. But the environment didn’t look all that hostile to Alec. He stood in a lavish bedroom, almost like the ones inside of the Northmund Estate. In fact, the whole place felt hauntingly familiar—as if a skilled architect had been asked to recreate the manor’s floor plans from a hasty series of sketches made by a guest. There was just enough difference to give Alec a sense of deep unease. 
 
    “I expected monsters,” Alec said, running his hand along the bedspread. The place looked freshly cleaned, as if a maid had only just left the room. “But I feel like I just walked right back into Archmage Diamondspear’s manor. What in the world is going on here?” 
 
    “Careful,” Trystara purred. The demoness’s voice edged toward panic. “There’s power here, Alec. Dreadful power!” 
 
    The demon’s voice stilled, leaving him with his thoughts. After a few moments, he became aware that the room wasn’t quite silent: the faint sounds of music could be heard from out in the hallway. Someone’s playing a stringed instrument, Alec thought, nudging open the bedroom door. With considerable skill. 
 
    He followed the hallway, somehow making the wrong choice at every twist and turn. It was as if he’d stepped inside the world beyond a mirror, where his natural understanding of ‘left’ and ‘right’ had been reversed. He’d almost have preferred a forest or a lava-filled caldera, to be honest: at least out in the open, it was more difficult to get lost. 
 
    He finally made his way to the courtyard. The music grew louder here, until he could distinguish each elegant note of the melody played over top of the chords. A lute, perhaps, or one of the balalaikas some of the monks were known to play in their rooms at night. Only none of the monks of the Archon Temple could ever make music like this. 
 
    Outside, the courtyard was set up for a picnic. Someone had brought the long table and some chairs from the dining room out into the center. With a start, Alec realized the table didn’t just resemble the one at Northmund: it was the table. Plates of rich food covered nearly every available surface, presenting a banquet to all who wanted to partake. 
 
    Eleira, Alec noticed, relieved. She sat straight in her seat, eyes fixed forward to a point at the other end of the courtyard. Though there wasn’t a mark on her or a single tear on her fine robes, Alec got the distinct impression that something awful had happened to her. 
 
    But she wasn’t alone. There was another guest: the source of the music. A strange man in purple and gray robes sat at the far end of the table, one leg propped up on the side as he played his lute. It seemed as if the man had four hands—rhythm and melody overlapped in his playstyle, notes falling like gentle rain over top of the great sweeps of a chord progression. The song tugged at Alec’s heartstrings, almost like the siren call of the door beckoning him into its realm. 
 
    The man’s strange song reached a crescendo, then ended in a slow, diminished set of notes that sounded like a heart breaking.  
 
    With a heavy sigh, he tucked the lute away and turned his attention to Alec. “Oh, another visitor. Please, young man, take a seat.” 
 
    The man gestured at the seat next to Eleira’s. Alec longed to go to her, to verify she was alright, but he remained standing for the moment. There was something seriously off about this man. 
 
    He doesn’t look like a monster, though, Alec thought. At least not like any monster I’ve ever seen. In fact, the man would have fit right at home in the Northmund Estate, among Maimonides and Uriel. He looked quite a bit like the Archmage in fact, though he had to be less than half Uriel’s age. The Diamondspear family resemblance was quite strong, and suddenly Alec wondered if he might not be looking at some distant relative of the bloodline. 
 
    “I think I’ll stand,” Alec said, glancing over at Eleira. “Is she alright?” 
 
    “Her?” The man gave Eleira a quick once-over. “She’s fine enough. You must be Alec, right? Eleira’s told me so much about you.” 
 
    He was sure she had, but less sure that she’d done it of her own free will. There was something wrong with the elf girl: she sat with all the prim, proper straightness of a debutante at a cotillion, but one of her eyes twitched fearfully. Food and drink sat before her on the table, but she neither ate nor drank—and her hands clenched and unclenched beneath the surface of the table, as if she fought off an invisible dog begging for scraps. 
 
    A smile spread across the elf girl’s face. She nodded at the seat next to hers, some of the confusion in her eyes clearing. “Alec! Have a seat—I’ve been having the most interesting conversation! This place isn’t like what Maimonides warned us about at all!” 
 
    He shouldn’t have done it. But the comeliness of Eleira’s smile disarmed him—and Trystara had been quite silent in his head ever since he’d stepped foot in the courtyard. Were Eleira not so fair, or Trystara more strident in her warnings, he might have resisted. As it was, he slipped into the chair next to hers, sizing up the plate of food and goblet of wine already set at his seat. He felt neither hungry or thirsty—instead, he met the eyes of this place’s patron. 
 
    “I never knew Uriel Diamondspear was harboring such magnificent specimens,” the man said, leaning forward. Up close, he looked even more like one of the paintings on the wall of Uriel’s manor of Diamondspears from ages past. One of the old ones, faded with time and rust. “Both of you are quite unique—yes, quite unique! I thought dear Eleira was the jewel of Uriel’s Estate, then I saw you! You can do magic without a grimoire, can’t you, Alec? Just like the Archon?” 
 
    The conversation had taken a turn Alec dreaded. Whatever this stranger intended for both of them, it couldn’t be good. “We thank you for your hospitality,” he said, as polite as could be. “Eleira and I must be getting back now. Uriel will be wondering where we’ve gone—” 
 
    “Uriel,” the man said, the corner of his mouth curling in a smirk, “is far from the Northmund Estate, whelp. He’s left that idiot Maimonides in charge. Small wonder the two of you slipped in here without him knowing.” 
 
    “I think it’s best we go,” Alec said—only to find he couldn’t rise. Invisible bands wrapped around his ankles as he sat in the chair, pinning him firmly to the seat. As he flailed, similar bonds encircled his wrists to keep them tethered to the table. Suddenly he understood the source of Eleira’s discomfort. 
 
    “Why leave?” the man chuckled. More and more, he felt like the mirror image of Uriel Diamondspear—as kindly and paternal as the Archmage himself, but with distinctly darker designs. “It’s not like the portal back to the House of Doors is open, Alec. I closed it the moment you stepped through. You and your little elf friend. What secrets Uriel Diamondspear’s been keeping! But then, that’s always been what the old fool excels at—keeping secrets…” 
 
    “Eleira!” Alec cocked his head to the side, struggling to catch the elf girl’s attention. She stared blankly at the horizon. “Help me out of this! Come on, we’ve got to get out of here!” 
 
    “Thinking he could train new recruits to stop what’s coming,” the man said, setting his lute on the table and rising from his chair. He moved with a ponderous step, as if he didn’t relish what he was going to do but nor was he going to shrink from it. “Thinking he could use the House of Doors to accelerate their learning, cut the rest of the Academy off at the pass.” The man tilted his head back and laughed. “When he’s got his own son locked up behind one of those doors!” 
 
    For a moment, the words refused to make sense. Then the meaning struck Alec, and horror filled him. “You’re lying,” he said, his brows furrowed together. “You have to be lying!” 
 
    The young man who looked so much like Uriel Diamondspear pulled back his hood, allowing the sun to fall on his face. “No lies,” he said, chuckling darkly. “My name is Baldir Diamondspear. The great Uriel’s son.” His eyes turned to the baton sticking out of Alec’s robes, and his kindly manner evaporated. Suddenly the man’s eyes were as cold and alien as a snake’s. “And you are carrying my weapon.” 
 
    The Diamondspear! Uriel had lied when he’d told Alec it belonged to his sister. Instead, the weapon had once been in the hands of his own son—who’d been sealed inside the House of Doors? None of it made sense! 
 
    “I don’t believe that,” Alec spat, struggling against his invisible bonds. “Uriel would never do something like that to his own family!” 
 
    “Oh, son,” Baldir said, as if Alec had just told the funniest joke he’d ever heard. “You have no idea the things Uriel Diamondspear is capable of. Once that man convinces himself he’s acting for the greater good, there’s no atrocity he can’t rationalize. Your father ever tell you to go to your room, little boy?” 
 
    “I didn’t have a father,” Alec growled, reaching for the magic around him. It was no use—the shackles around his wrists and ankles caught the energy before it could enter him, siphoning away like a moat around a high tower. “I was raised by monks!” 
 
    “Same principle,” Baldir spat. “My father told me to go to my room, Alec. And he kept me there for eighteen years. You see, that’s why you keep looking around this place like you half-remember it—it’s the Northmund Estate, exactly the way it looked eighteen years ago when dear old papa threw me in here. I went to my room—but I’m not staying here.” His eyes turned as dark as coal. “There are more powerful people than Uriel Diamondspear in the world, Alec. People who make even the Archmage tremble. You could have joined our number, but you turned us down. You won’t get a second chance.” 
 
    The contract! Alec remembered that there were three people in the courtyard with him, not two. “Trystara! Help me!” 
 
    Baldir’s brows furrowed together with mirth. “Ha! You brought the demon here? Hell, I’m killing three birds with one stone today. I was going to have to hunt that little brat back down myself once I got out of here.” The man turned around, gesturing at a shadowy alcove near the back of the courtyard. “All right, fellas, I’m ready.” 
 
    As Alec stared, straining against his bonds, three robed figures entered the courtyard. He couldn’t make out their faces beneath their thick black cloaks. They could have been ghosts, for all he knew—ghosts like the young man standing before him, lost in time within the House of Doors. 
 
    “I wish I could finish this delicious meal,” Baldir said, gesturing over the table. “I’m sure the three of us would find many interesting things to discuss. But, unfortunately, I have places to be. Father believed this House of Doors to be a perfect prison—and for eighteen years, he was right. Goodbye, Eleira. Goodbye, Alec.” 
 
    Alec writhed against the invisible shackles, trying desperately to find his feet. “You can’t just leave us here!” he protested. 
 
    Baldir stopped mid-stride, turning away from the cloaked figures. “Oh, I have no intention of doing that,” he said, laughing wickedly. “In fact, thank you for reminding me! There’s one other guest who’ll be joining you at the table tonight. One who’s been dying to meet the person responsible for killing so many of her children…” 
 
    Alec couldn’t make heads or tails of that statement. It didn’t become clear until the shadows parted and a spider the size of a small house made its way across the courtyard. Thick ropes of webbing wrapped around its eight segmented legs like body armor, its glossy black eyes blinking in complicated patterns as it fixed its gaze on the two youths sitting at the long table. 
 
    “That’s right!” Baldir cupped his hands around his mouth, addressing the Spider Queen. “This is the one, Shema! Him and his elf friend and his demon, killing all your precious babies!” 
 
    All the while he’d been fighting waves of spiders, Alec had considered them mindless beasts. Now, it seemed, at least one creature cared about those monsters. And it was angry. 
 
    Baldir’s hands moved in a complicated pattern, tracing symbols in the air. The courtyard thrummed with energy, the very air warming until it was oven-hot around the purple-robed mage. Baldir released the spell, and it cascaded over the Spider Queen’s scales. 
 
    The effect was more horrible than Alec could have imagined. The creature expanded like a balloon, its bulbous abdomen growing to the size of an ox cart. Its fangs were as long and sharp as swords, the webbing around its legs making the appendages as thick and impermeable as towers. Despite its size, the creature was fast: so fast that it crossed the distance to the table in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “Enjoy your meal, Shema,” Baldir called, disappearing into the shadows. 
 
    He hadn’t even untied Eleira and Alec. Both of them struggled helplessly in their chairs, staring up at the monstrous spider. 
 
    Totally helpless. 
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    “There’s been a mistake,” Alec groaned, staring up into the Spider Queen’s multisegmented eyes. “I didn’t know those spiders belonged to you!” 
 
    Whatever powers of speech the Spider Queen may or may not have had, it clearly chose not to use them. Two of its eight legs slammed into the side of the table, piercing the wood like a sharp knife cutting through an end of bread. Webbing flowed from its broad, flat beak, piling on the table until the mound went over Alec and Eleira’s heads. 
 
    Alec swallowed hard. It wasn’t just that the Spider Queen was going to kill them. It wanted to play with them first! 
 
    As he stared up into those cruel, black eyes, facing certain death, the fear fell away from Alec. Strangely, the idea of his own mortality didn’t phase him in the least. He’d been an honorable man in life, and whatever fate met young men like him in the regions beyond couldn’t possibly be more horrible than the likely next few minutes of his death. Instead, he felt a very strange sensation. 
 
    Anger. 
 
    He didn’t know the history between Baldir Diamondspear and Uriel, but he knew that Uriel was a man of honor. If Baldir had required caging in the House of Doors, then it was for a necessary reason—and it had been done with all the grace the Archmage could muster. If he and Eleira died here, no one would know Baldir had escaped. 
 
    No one would know about the secret society of mages planning to take over the world. And neither he nor Eleira would ever become masters of magic, nor would they ever get the opportunity to use their great powers to defend the innocent and defeat evil. 
 
    It was unfair. It was wrong. 
 
    It needed to be corrected. 
 
    “Trystara!” Alec roared. He’d made a deal with the demoness before—he could again. “If you let me die, woman, you’re not going to get any spiders!” 
 
    His yell stilled the Spider Queen. Its gaze flickered from Eleira to him, as if the great beast was confused by the sudden display of ferocity. It bought him precious moments to bargain with Trystara. 
 
    “It seems to me you’ve already brought me one nice, big spider,” the demoness purred within his brain. “You’re doing a fine job so far…” 
 
    He laughed. “You want to eat it? Free me from my bonds. I’ll kill that spider and let you have the whole thing!” 
 
    The Spider Queen’s confusion wore off. It lowered its fangs to the table, punching holes along the wood, kicking up splinters as it tore its way toward the two helpless pupils. Alec felt Trystara deliberating inside of his skull, the sensation of her mercurial temper like liquid silver in his veins. 
 
    “Alright,” the demoness said with a mental shrug. “Why not?” 
 
    As the Spider Queen advanced, a shimmer formed in the air just ahead of her. Trystara slammed into existence, her claws raking the invisible bonds holding Alec to his chair as the Spider prepared to pounce. The demoness retreated back into his mind, waiting for her meal, but her work was done for now—Alec was free. 
 
    Magic flowed through Alec’s fingers as he pulled the Element of Wood through the table. With a grunt, he sent splinters through the magical bonds holding Eleira hostage. They strained, groaning like a cask filled with too much beer—then the bonds burst, shattering invisibly. The elven magician let out a soft cry as she dropped to the dirt, just barely avoiding the Spider Queen’s fangs. 
 
    “Eleira, you’re alright!” Alec dragged her backwards, out of the Spider Queen’s range. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Just my pride,” the elf girl said, brushing dirt off her face. “I can’t believe Baldir charmed me so easily!” 
 
    “I can’t believe he’s Uriel Diamondspear’s son,” Alec said, drawing his weapon. The Diamondspear sang in his hands, proving that if the weapon had ever belonged to the wicked Baldir, it was truly Alec’s weapon now. “We’re going to have to warn everyone that he’s free.” 
 
    “Yes,” Eleira agreed, sizing up the Spider Queen. “But first, let’s kill this monster, shall we?” 
 
    Together, they leapt into battle, roaring as one. 
 
    The Spider Queen, finding not two helpless targets but two angry ones, had to choose who to attack first. Evidently it found Alec the greater threat, as it turned away from Eleira and charged at the young man. Alec dropped to the ground, his fingers digging into the dirt as he cast the spell Maimonides’s drills had made second nature. 
 
    His skin turned to stone. The Spider Queen’s fangs closed on his shoulders, but left only cracks in his transformed flesh. Alec laughed in the creature’s face, stunning it with his bravado. 
 
    “Grab it!” Eleira suggested. She’d tugged a book out of her robes—the Leafwalker Grimoire—and was flipping through the pages, looking for the right spell. “Use the stone to weigh her down, keep her in place!” 
 
    Good idea. Alec nodded and gripped the Spider tightly by its head, trying to anchor it to the earth. Its fangs flashed again and again, ripping off chunks of the stone armor Alec’s body had become. For a moment, worry filled his mind—those attacks looked as if they might do some serious damage… 
 
    His feet dug deeper into the stone, and something shifted. Suddenly far, far more energy coursed through Alec’s veins than should have been possible. In the past, drawing anywhere close to this much magic would have left him doubled over in agony, clutching at his guts. But now he drank it down like water, pulling more and more into him as if there was no limit to how much he could hold. 
 
    As the Spider Queen bit, Alec grew taller. Stone armor pushed at his shoulders, arms, and legs, leaving him looking like a golem from a fairytale. Spikes emerged from his gauntlets, vicious and sharp. 
 
    “Wow, you must be seven feet tall!” Eleira cried. When he looked over, he could see a gleam of interest in the elf girl’s eyes. “Knock her out, Alec!” 
 
    Grinning, that was exactly what he did. All those petty boyhood squabbles on the practice yard had prepared him for this moment. He delivered a swift right hook to the side of the Spider Queen’s head, yelling in triumph at the soft crunch of her carapace collapsing inward. Ichor poured from the wound. Alec followed it up with an uppercut that would have left a human opponent nursing his jaw for days. 
 
    The Spider lurched backwards, fearful before this new assault. It skittered across the courtyard, putting as much distance as possible between itself and Alec. He had it on the run! 
 
    Eleira’s lips moved silently, reciting the words of a spell. As she finished it, shouting the final syllable, a wave of flame poured from her outstretched hands. It swept the Spider Queen in a torrent of magical fire, sending it shrieking to the ground. 
 
    “You got it!” Alec yelled, giving the elf girl a jaunty salute with his stone hand. “Keep burning it—that’s got to be its weakness! We’ve almost got it—” 
 
    Just as the Spider Queen seemed doomed, a bolt of lightning struck the courtyard. 
 
    It was Baldir’s final joke. A ward the mage had set, just in case his two delicious morsels proved more dangerous than they looked. A bolt of pure power suffused the Spider Queen’s body, allowing it to shrug off the flames. As the lightning arced, splitting into angry forks to strike and blacken the grass around, each impact crater filled with horse-sized, chittering spiders. 
 
    “Oh, Gods,” Eleira groaned. “There’s more of them!” 
 
    Alec jumped into the fray, smashing them right and left. Behind him, Eleira weaved a protective spell around herself, giving him space to go to work. 
 
    He had his work cut out for him. Dozens of spiders swarmed over his stone armor, piercing it in hundreds of tiny pinpricks with their glossy black fangs. He moved with all the speed and ferocity magic could give him. But with every spider he killed, three more took its place. The Spider Queen summoned more and more of her brood, until a tidal wave of arachnids threatened to spill through the courtyard. 
 
    Alec tipped over. His stone form gave him incredible strength and defense, but robbed him of balance. His bottom hit the grass, and a hundred angry spiders chittered in tones that sounded like laughter as they climbed on top of him, snapping and biting. 
 
    Alec’s vision began to dim. One bite’s poison was nothing to his stone skin, but a thousand added up to something fierce and dangerous. Next to his head, a small patch of grass flickered and smoked, burning from the remains of Eleira’s spell. The spiders kept on biting, but Alec could no longer feel it. The world went dark. 
 
    “Oh no,” Trystara growled in his head. “You’re giving me those damned spiders, Alec!” 
 
    “I don’t know how,” he muttered, half-conscious. The fact of his imminent demise no longer bothered him—it felt like slipping into a deep, warm bath. 
 
    “Ugh! You’ve already done it, you fool! The Greater Elementals!” 
 
    “The what…?” 
 
    “Your upgraded stone skin! You can do that with every Element, you idiot! Grab the flame! GRAB IT!” 
 
    As Alec’s eyes closed, he reached out and thrust a stony finger into the blaze. Fire energy filled his palm, doubling and redoubling within him. The spiders on top of his chest and back froze for a moment, like feeding birds startled by a noise that could be or not be a predator. 
 
    Then the courtyard exploded. 
 
    A pillar of flame erupted from Alec’s body, burning the spiders clinging to him to cinders. The swarm shrank back from him, startled into silence as dozens of fireballs flew from his fingers. Each sailed across the courtyard like a flaming arrow from a trebuchet—and each hit its target as unerringly as a seagull diving to catch a fish. Each ball of fire claimed a spider, roasting it into a charred mass that only Trystara could love. 
 
    “Oh hell yes!” The demoness giggled in his head. “Oh, I’m eating well tonight!” 
 
    Alec let her laugh. The fire sang in his veins, so much inside him he felt he should have been a human bonfire. Flames covered the stone mass of his arms and legs, adding fire damage to his strikes as he swept any spiders unlucky or foolhardy enough to charge. Behind the pack, the Queen Spider watched on, its beady eyes filling with murderous rage. 
 
    “I need to cool off!” Alec laughed, spitting twin jets of flame through the mass of writhing spiders. “Eleira, how about passing me a little water?” 
 
    An incantation rattled off the elf girl’s lips with a speed normally reserved for auctioneers. As she finished, a wall of water ripped through the courtyard, dousing the flames and sending the rest of the spiders rolling backwards in a single mass. It was exactly the energy Alec needed. 
 
    He pressed his palms to the soaking wet grass and absorbed the Element of Water. Through it, he sensed something cold and dark on the other side of the courtyard. Behind him about fifty yards lay a fetid pond, and at the bottom of that pond, the skeleton of a young man in golden armor lay rusting. 
 
    Alec was intrigued. Could this have been some friend of Baldir Diamondspear entombed with him? A rescue attempt gone wrong? Alec had no idea—and he didn’t have time to ask. He pushed as much of the Element of Water as he could into the pond, pulling the suit of armor and its long-dead occupant from the pool. 
 
    Tendrils of water wrapped around the mummified warrior, moving it like a marionette. It charged at the remaining mass of spiders, its rusted two-handed broadsword slicing arachnids in half with every cleaving strike. 
 
    The Spider Queen’s rage boiled over. A hideous, high-pitched shriek tore from its beaked mouth as it threw itself into the fray, no longer able to stomach the wanton destruction of its children.  
 
    A massive, web-covered leg slammed into the ground next to Alec. He twisted away just in time, as the Spider Queen’s opening salvo was strong enough to shatter bone. While the enchanted warrior destroyed the last of the Queen’s children, it could do nothing about the monster bearing down on Alec’s fragile, all-too-human body. 
 
    The Diamondspear flashed in his hand, cutting again and again at the webbing around the creature’s feet. If he could sever it completely, strike the limb beneath the thick strands of beastly fiber, he could take the monster down. But it refused to give him the chance. 
 
    Alec got the Shield Ring up just in time. Even with his enhanced, stone armor, the Spider Queen’s fangs were long and sharp enough to pierce his heart if it got a clean bite in. Magical plates slammed into place before the monster’s face, stopping its attempt to skewer him. 
 
    The overlapping plates creaked. They buckled inward before the force of the Spider Queen’s anger. Alec’s eyes widened as the magic within him wavered, threatening to wink out completely. He stabbed as hard as he could with the Diamondspear, holding it before him like a dinner knife, but too much webbing remained around the creature’s limbs. 
 
    It’s going to eat me, Alec realized. He’d fought so hard, left a battlefield of slain arachnids behind him, and all for nought. He’d never get the chance to explain what had happened, to tell Uriel Diamondspear everything—to warn him his wayward son was both free and on the loose. 
 
    “Eleira,” Alec yelled as the creature’s jaws closed, “get out of here—” 
 
    But Eleira would do no such thing. 
 
    Lightning exploded against the Spider Queen’s back. Pins and needles cascaded over Alec’s skin as he caught the aftershocks of the blast, thrown from the Spider Queen’s grip. The monster’s beady eyes rolled in opposite directions, shocked senseless by the force of power flowing from Eleira’s spell. For a long moment, Alec couldn’t believe what he’d seen. 
 
    Smoke poured from the Spider’s wounded body. It let out a terrible shriek, turning from one target to the next. Eleira stood like an avenging angel in the center of the courtyard, her Grimoire clutched in her hand. 
 
    “The Greater Elementals,” the elf girl howled, a savage triumph in her eyes. “I did it, Alec! I’ve mastered what Uriel Diamondspear wanted us to learn!” 
 
    The Spider Queen recovered its senses and pounced. Only to get a rolling wave of fire right in its back. 
 
    Flames coursed through Alec, the Elements he’d absorbed combining and recombining within him as he slung spell after spell against the massive spider. Such a maelstrom of magical potency should have overwhelmed him, burnt him to a crisp like those who’d tried to harness the Archon’s power in days long gone. 
 
    He pulled in more energy. And more. The magic flowed through him until he couldn’t tell where he ended and it began. He felt like the Archon himself. 
 
    Somehow, he’d crossed the courtyard. Alec and Eleira stood together, tossing form after mastered form at the Spider Queen. The fearsome beast howled and whimpered, chittering madly as Eleira’s lightning mixed with Alec’s flames, his water spells cascading over the Spider Queen. The enchanted warrior got in on the act, hacking away at the great arachnid’s limbs like a lumberjack trying to topple a particularly stubborn tree. 
 
    Finally, both Alec and Eleira raised their hands. Her right gripped his left as their arms lifted toward heaven. Magic passed between the two of them, overflowing both of their potential while combining into something even more powerful. Alec had never felt a greater sensation in all of his life. 
 
    All of the Elements combined, like a rope formed from every strand imaginable. It was a blast of pure Magic, conjured from the aether like the power of the Archon himself. 
 
    Before it, the Spider Queen could do nothing but scream. 
 
    The blinding light arched from the place where their fingers twined, as if they clenched the sun between their trembling hands. Only a silhouette of the great arachnid could be seen—then pieces began flaking off, like frost from a rapidly melting snowman. The light went supernova, ripping the Spider Queen to shreds so small the creature blew away like dust on the wind. 
 
    When the light cleared, only Alec and Eleira remained standing. Their legs shook beneath them, their bodies no longer able to hold the cataclysmic amount of energy coursing through them. Together, they’d done for a brief moment what only the Archon could. 
 
    They’d mastered Magic. 
 
    Eleira sank to her knees, groaning. Alec quickly joined her, his senses reeling as the remaining power stored within him leached into the ground. For what felt like an eternity, the two of them lay there next to each other, unable to move or speak. The air above their head sizzled like one of the portals in the House of Doors, charged with magic that took long minutes to dissipate. 
 
    When Alec finally opened his eyes, a figure stood above him. He found himself looking up into the kindly, worried eyes of Archmage Uriel Diamondspear. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Archmage Diamondspear?” 
 
    The words came out as a croak. Alec felt as if he hadn’t used his voice in weeks—as if every part of his body had become somehow new. He blinked rapidly, willing the blurry figure far above him to sharpen. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Indeed it is,” the man said, extending a hand. “Try and stand up, young Alec. I won’t blame you if you can’t. Most men would not just be unable to rise after a feat like the one you’ve pulled off—they’d be dead.” 
 
    The words brought Alec back to the present moment. Weakly, he raised his head, gazing across the courtyard as he tried to spur his limbs into motion. Eleira lay a short distance away, glancing nervously at Archmage Diamondspear and whispering in low tones to another figure who knelt over her. Alec recognized Tanuin’s leathers, the long blonde hair of the elvish ranger. 
 
    “Is she alright?” Alec asked. The words burned his throat; tears formed at the corners of his eyes. “Eleira, she—” 
 
    “Eleira has done even better than I could have predicted,” Uriel Diamondspear explained. “As have you, young man.” He scowled. “Despite disobeying my instruction not to enter the House of Doors.” 
 
    Alec looked down. “What...what’s going to happen to Eleira?” 
 
    “Eleira?” Uriel shook his head. “You both entered the House of Doors.” 
 
    Alec’s heart sunk in his chest. “But—” 
 
    Uriel put up a hand, cutting him off. “But how could I deprive two talented young mages the opportunity to hone their abilities?” His face softened, smiling. “I can’t say I didn’t disobey my tutors as a lad, after all. Consider your injuries punishment enough. But Alec,” Uriel glared at him. “The world won’t be quite so forgiving. Keep that in mind the next time you go running off.” He stuck out a hand. “This realm is safer now that you’ve removed the primary threat, but I’d rather not remain here for longer than necessary.”  
 
    Alec smiled, relieved. He reached up and took Uriel’s hand. As he did, a spark shot up his arm, like touching a doorknob after rubbing socks on carpet. The sharp spike of pain sharpened his senses, took away his weariness and allowed him to rise. 
 
    What remained of the Queen Spider lay in a heap at the far end of the courtyard. Almost none of the beast had survived the blast of pure magic Eleira and Alec had summoned—only a few charred bits barely recognizable as arachnid limbs remained.  
 
    Alec’s eye was drawn to the two small satchels laying on the ground in front of the Spider Queen’s corpse. Black ichor trickled from their surfaces, though the liquid did no damage to what was inside. Had those been inside the monster? 
 
    Eleira rose shakily to her feet, barely conscious, supported by Tanuin. The elvish ranger looked more thoughtful and compassionate than Alec had ever seen him, and he felt an absurd stab of jealousy as the older elf allowed Eleira to throw an arm over his shoulder. Why should he feel that way about Tanuin? Especially after that searing moment of togetherness the two had experienced. 
 
    It faded away the more he tried to think of it. Perhaps touching the powers of the Archon, even briefly, moved one’s memories out of the mortal realm into something greater and longer lasting. Alec felt that if he concentrated on that fact, he could almost unravel the mystery of where the Archon had ascended after his labors were done. But no matter. 
 
    No sooner had Alec regained his footing than someone clapped him on the back. He turned to see Maimonides behind him. The gnome wore a strange-looking pair of spectacles with thick glass frames over his eyes, and his grin was as wide and eager as ever. 
 
    “Well, well. Look who survived.” The gnome chuckled, his voice crackling with pride. “Well done, lad. You did it. You achieved the Greater Elemental forms!” 
 
    Alec’s triumph died on his lips. “Archmage Diamondspear,” he said, turning to the older man with a despairing expression. “We didn’t stop him. The man, your… he got away…” 
 
    Uriel and Maimonides shared a look.  
 
    “No one’s perfect,” the Archmage said with a shrug, gazing at the carnage-strewn battlefield around him. “Least of all Baldir.” 
 
    Before Alec could ask another question, his attention was caught by a shimmer in the air. Trystara stepped out of a portal, her shapely feet bare against the grass as she lowered herself to the level of the courtyard. The demoness took one look at Uriel Diamondspear and giggled. 
 
    “Spiiiiiders!” Trystara purred, gesturing with both hands at the corpse of the Spider Queen and her hundreds of crispy minions. “All my stomach can hold, remember?” 
 
    For a moment, Alec considered talking her out of it. But he’d had more than enough excitement for one day. “Knock yourself out,” he said, giving the pile of arachnids a weary hand gesture. 
 
    Trystara pounced on the corpse of the Spider Queen. She took one oversized limb, nearly burned all the way through, and cracked it backward as if breaking open a crab’s leg. “Good meat in there!” the demoness growled, her long tongue slavering at her fangs. 
 
    “I think it would be best for all of us to leave the courtyard,” Uriel said dryly, “while your familiar avails herself of the spoils of battle. Maimonides, could you…?” 
 
    “On it,” the gnome said. Maimonides pushed a small lever on the side of his glasses, and a glimmering portal opened in the air on the other side of the courtyard. “Let’s get out of here, Urry. I know this place brings back bad memories for you.” 
 
    It seemed as if everyone was in a hurry to jump through the portal and make their way back to safety. Alec could see the floor of the House of Doors through the oblong tear in the air, and knew that safety was only a few steps away. But the mention of bad memories brought his concerns to the fore. There was no way he could leave without getting some answers. 
 
    As the sounds of Trystara’s chewing echoed through the courtyard, Alec turned around to face Uriel Diamondspear. 
 
    “That man,” Alec said, stopping the party in their tracks. “Baldir. He looked just like you, Uriel. A younger you. He said he was your son.” 
 
    Maimonides made a pained look, his eyes entreating Alec to stop. He would not. 
 
    “We entered the forbidden door,” he said, straightening up to his full height. “We found out your son was living as a prisoner in the House of Doors—” 
 
    “My son is dead, Alec,” Uriel said mildly. 
 
    For a moment, Alec hoped it was true. He hoped that what he and Eleira had seen, had fought, was some sort of phantom conjured up by the House of Doors. But one look in the Archmage’s eyes, and he knew it wasn’t true. 
 
    “But I saw him,” Alec said, looking to Eleira for confirmation. The elven girl met his gaze, an unreadable emotion in her eyes that might have been more than mere familiarity, then nodded. “Was he lying when he said he was your son, then?” 
 
    Uriel sighed heavily. “No. He was not. That man you saw is my dead son.” 
 
    Alec felt his eyebrows furrowing together. “He seemed very much alive to me, Uriel.” 
 
    A short, flat laugh escaped the Archmage’s lips. “Yes, well. I’m certain he did. This place… certainly you’ve noticed by now that it bears a passing resemblance to the Northmund Estate.” 
 
    Eleira shrugged off Tanuin’s arm, coming around to stand next to Alec. She looked at her feet and clenched her fists. “Archmage Diamondspear,” she said, tears starting to well in her eyes. “I disobeyed your command not to come to the House—” 
 
    “Worry not, child,” Uriel waved a hand. 
 
    The elf girl relaxed, breathing a sigh of relief. Alec wrapped a hand around Eleira’s waist. To his surprise, she not only failed to rebuff him, she leaned against him for balance with a faint smile. 
 
    “It was much more than a passing resemblance, Archmage,” Alec said, holding Eleira. 
 
    “It is the Northmund Estate,” the elf girl said. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    Uriel nodded. “Indeed. This place is something like a time capsule. A small piece of the world the way it existed eighteen years ago—when my son was still welcome in the House of Diamondspear. When the future seemed full of so much potential. Alas. Take a look around, both of you.” 
 
    They did. The estate within the House of Doors looked every bit as stately as the real one, but Alec became aware of the note of melancholy weaved into every brick and blade of grass. Uriel’s melancholy. 
 
    His sorrow for what was lost. 
 
    “Baldir was killed soon after the time you’re looking at right now,” the Archmage said sadly. “But before he was killed, he was given information. Important information that may very well save our world.” 
 
    “Or doom it,” Maimonides interjected. 
 
    “That is right. As such, the decision was made to keep Baldir—this Baldir, who both is and is not the deceased heir to the house of Diamondspear—within this enchanted realm, preserving that information. And now, both that information and my son are in the hands of our enemies.” 
 
    It was a sobering thought. Everyone grew silent, contemplating exactly what that might mean. A group of mages had tried—and failed—to recruit Alec to their plan. Now they had the heir of the Diamondspear bloodline, his magic, and whatever information Uriel had tried so hard to keep sealed away from the world. What might their plans be? And why did they want Alec to be part of them so badly? 
 
    It was Tanuin, Alec’s ever-reliable friend, who broke the awkwardness. “I leave you two for only a short while,” the elven ranger said, looking down at them both, “and you get caught up in world-altering events. Even brought down a Spider Queen—speaking of which, these are for you.” 
 
    He held the twin satchels from the Spider Queen’s corpse. Tossing the first to Eleira, he heaved the second at Alec, whose reflexes allowed him to catch the sack just in time. He opened it, and gasped at the contents. 
 
    “Why—it’s gold!” Alec laughed, sticking his hand inside. Gold coins and rare gems glittered within the satchel, shining with all the colors of the rainbow. This much money could make one a lord of pretty much any kingdom in the world—and allow Alec to buy a mansion in several other kingdoms to vacation in whenever he got bored. From the look on Eleira’s face, he could tell hers carried a similar bounty. 
 
    “For defeating a rare monster like the Spider Queen, a rare bounty must be dispensed,” Uriel said sagely. He made it sound like one of the underlying laws of the universe. “I believe there is something of particular interest at the bottom of each of your satchels…” 
 
    What? How could Uriel possibly know that? Alec dug deep, and came up with a scroll of narrow parchment clutched between his fingers. Narrow writing covered every square inch of its surface, in a language he’d never seen before. He looked to Eleira for confirmation of what it said, but from the elf girl’s confused look, she’d never seen the language, either. Very curious, Alec thought. 
 
    “I can’t read this,” Eleira said wonderingly. “And there’s not much I can’t read, which means this confuses me to no end.” 
 
    Uriel chuckled. “These scrolls contain something quite advanced,” the Archmage explained. “I’m certain that one of your first tasks upon entering the Academy will be to decipher the runes to claim the power given to each of you by defeating the Spider Queen.” 
 
    Both Eleira and Alec gasped. “The Academy? That means…” 
 
    The Archmage laughed kindly. “That’s right. You’ve both achieved the Greater Elementals—which means you are ready to take your Academy examinations. Obviously the both of you will need a bit of a break after this… unfortunate detour, but I’ll make the necessary arrangements at once.” 
 
    Alec hadn’t pulled any magic into himself, yet it still felt as if fire flowed through his veins. They’d done it! They were going to be accepted into the Academy! Alec and Eleira would be students together, learning together—training to prepare for the challenges that were coming. The fact that he’d have to conceal his ability for natural magic seemed only a small issue in that moment. Surely such a thing wouldn’t be outside of the realm of possibility. 
 
    With a nod, Uriel stepped through the portal and was gone. At Maimonides’s prodding, the rest of them left the courtyard behind—abandoning the fragment of memory that had once been the home of Baldir Diamondspear. 
 
    As the group stepped into the portal, Trystara bit into what was left of the Spider Queen’s head, happily chomping down on the remains of the battlefield’s combatants. She’d missed the entire conversation, happy as a clam to gorge herself at last. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    After the disorientation of the strange, twisted copy of the Northmund Estate, the lobby of the House of Doors felt firm and stable beneath Alec’s feet. Maimonides’s portal closed behind him, the faint odor of ozone the only sign that it had ever existed at all. Alec looked behind him at the eighth floor of the house, where the rectangular door stood closed at last. 
 
    He felt no voice calling to him from beyond that door. No siren song in his head. His thoughts were his own, at last. 
 
    As the party made their way out of the House of Doors, Alec grabbed Eleira by the arm. “Hold on a second,” he said, his heart hammering in his chest. 
 
    He’d caught more than just Eleira’s attention. Tanuin stopped mid-stride as well, breaking away from Maimonides and Uriel as the two conversed about the different strands of time magic. For a moment, the elven ranger’s face showed only confusion, then a sly expression tugged at the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “I’ll send Maimonides’s box back up the chain when the rest of us get to the bottom,” he said, giving Alec a little nudge. “You two relax until you feel like coming back down to the manor. I’ll tell Uriel and the others you were feeling dizzy.” 
 
    Eleira looked as if she wanted to correct him and say she felt fine, but Tanuin withdrew before she could. The ranger walked swiftly to the uncovered doorway, casting a solitary wink back in Alec’s direction as he departed. 
 
    Then both Eleira and Alec stood alone in the great ruin, just the two of them. 
 
    Eleira looked him up and down, her gaze hardening the way it had so many times from the other side of the breakfast table. “I suppose you want to chew me out for running off, is that it? It’s my fault all of this happened—if I hadn’t been so desperate for power, I never would have listened to that door and its strange singing. Is that what you want to say?” 
 
    Alec shook his head. “Not at all. I’m... I’m glad you took the initiative, Eleira.” 
 
    This clearly wasn’t what she’d expected to hear. Naked shock shone on the elf girl’s face, and it took her a moment to recover. “You’re glad I made you chase me into that crazy place?” 
 
    Despite himself, Alec laughed. His nerves were aflame with anxiety, but he projected an outward air of calm. “If you hadn’t, we’d never have learned the Greater Elementals. We wouldn’t be going to the Academy. And…” 
 
    He trailed off. 
 
    “And what?” Eleira asked, taking a step closer. 
 
    And that amazing thing we did with magic would never have happened, he wanted to say. That glorious, intimate, incredible moment of contact where we held hands and slew the Spider Queen. That made all of it—all the rest of it —worthwhile… 
 
    He opened his mouth to say it. She puckered hers as if she expected a kiss. 
 
    “...and Uriel would never have found out Baldir escaped,” he said instead. “He’d still be running around out there, only we’d have no idea.” 
 
    It was impossible to ignore the disappointment in Eleira’s eyes. The embers of that strange mingling of magics still burned in her eyes. He wished he wasn’t such a coward. That he’d have the guts to say what he meant… 
 
    “That’s true,” Eleira said. “Also, we’d never have done this.” 
 
    She kissed him. 
 
    The world lurched beneath Alec’s feet as her lips met his. It wouldn’t be the deepest or most passionate kiss of Alec’s life—those would come much later, once his youth deepened into full manhood. The brief contact of Eleira’s lips against his was a bright, burning spark compared to the long embers of intimacy he would one day experience. 
 
    But to Alec, in that moment, nothing could have been more perfect. 
 
    Eleira broke the kiss first, gasping. Her brown eyes sparkled as she brought her fingers to her lips, as if she could still feel the contact between them. 
 
    “Eleira,” Alec said, his heart slamming against his ribcage. “That was... that…” 
 
    The elf girl smirked. “Don’t be mistaken,” she said, giving Alec a little punch on the shoulder. “Just because I like you doesn’t mean I’m going to go easy on you. We’re rivals. You might have learned the Greater Elementals first, but I’ll bet you all the gold in those sacks we got from the Queen Spider that I will translate my scroll before you figure out the first line of yours.” 
 
    Oh yeah?  
 
    “You’re on,” he said. “Only I want to bet something else.” 
 
    Eleira batted her long lashes. “What?” 
 
    He grinned. “Another one of those kisses.” 
 
    Eleira giggled and turned away. “Then you’d better get to work, monk boy!” 
 
    She left him standing in the lobby of the House of Doors, every muscle in his body tensed with bliss. The echo of her kiss remained on his lips, like the warmth beneath a blanket after a long night’s rest. 
 
    A sizzling sound in the air behind him was all that warned him of Trystara’s arrival. “Where is everyone?” the demoness asked, looking around the lobby perfunctorily. The leg of a spider protruded from the corner of her mouth, pressed into service as a toothpick. 
 
    “They’re on their way back to the manor,” Alec said in a dreamy tone, grinning at his demoness. “I just, uh, needed a moment to compose myself…” 
 
    The demoness strode forward and ran a long nail over the side of Alec’s mouth. “Uh huh,” she said, laughing. “You know if you let that little elf girl distract you from your studies, she really is going to surpass you at the Academy, right?” 
 
    Alec laughed. “I won’t let that happen.” 
 
    Trystara shrugged. “Whatever. I’ll be happy to help you, human—as long as you keep feeding me those juicy spiders. I hear there are nests a hundred years old hidden in some of the Academy’s walls.” 
 
    As the two of them walked into the sunny day, the demoness regaling him with tales of crunchy arachnids, Alec’s heart felt lighter than it had been in a very long time. He’d saved his friends, alerted the world to a threat in the making, and met Uriel Diamondspear’s criteria to apply to the Academy. 
 
    And he might even have a girlfriend. Maybe. Possibly. 
 
    As he rode the rickety box down the chain to the Northmund Estate, his new friends waved to him from the grounds. His new family, just as important as the one he’d left behind at the Archon Temple. He’d make both of them proud, no matter what. 
 
    Alec ran off to join the group, thoughts of the Academy already buzzing in his brain. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Archmage Uriel Diamondspear regarded the two figures on the opposite side of his desk with a scornful expression. “We must be certain,” he said, tapping a finger near the top of an old scroll. The scroll was hundreds of years old, a relic from the Golden Age of Magic, and lately Uriel himself felt as aged as the weathered parchment. Threadbare, past its prime, a relic of a bygone era. 
 
    “I am certain,” Tanuin said. The elven ranger had his feet up on the desk again, a smug look on his face. One of these days he’d behave that way in front of the wrong person and regret it. “Completely, Uriel.” 
 
    “Eleira,” Uriel said, speaking the elf girl’s name. What a simple moniker for someone so complicated. “You are absolutely certain she’s a Leafwalker?” 
 
    Tanuin sat up, his boots hitting the floor. His gaze traveled from Uriel to Maimonides and back again. The gnome wore an intense expression, magnified by those absurd goggles he wore on his face. Uriel wished the man would take something, anything, seriously—starting with this meeting. But Maimonides was a creature of habit, and that habit involved never letting little things like the end of the world get in the way of his fun. 
 
    “The last of her kind, yes,” the elven ranger said. “It took me years to find her; she was living as a hunter with the Woodseeker Clan. None of them had the faintest idea what they had in their midst.” He shook his head. “A wolf in a flock of sheep!” 
 
    “I must ask you to repeat,” Uriel said, aware that there were certain rare bonds that allowed a man to lie once to a mage but no more. “She is the last of the Leafwalkers?” 
 
    Tanuin chuckled. “If I didn’t believe it at first, the past few weeks have confirmed it. She’s the real deal, Uriel. Just like the boy.” 
 
    Uriel sat back in his chair, satisfied. “Then she’ll be able to open the cache,” he said, making a steeple of his fingers. 
 
    Tanuin nodded. “She’s both a Leafwalker and a mage who can access the Greater Elements. I’ve confirmed the former myself, and the incident with Baldir proves she’s capable of the latter.” 
 
    Ah yes. The incident. If only noble Alec knew the truth. The forbidden door had been accessible to their pupils for a reason—Uriel and Maimonides had chosen that door specifically for them to pass through, when they inevitably disobeyed his instruction not to visit the House of Doors, as young, ambitious mages invariably would. He’d kept the secrets hidden in that realm close to his chest for far too long. 
 
    Uriel’s enemies thought they’d discovered his weaknesses in Baldir’s information. They didn’t realize they were playing right into his hands. 
 
    “And she’s been told what to do?” Uriel asked. 
 
    “She has,” Tanuin said, dismissing the question with a gesture. “She’ll steal the jewel. No worries.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Uriel said. 
 
    “One worry,” Maimonides interjected, sticking a bony finger into the air. “Alec.” 
 
    Both men stared at the gnome. “He’s head over heels for the girl,” Tanuin said, chuckling to himself. “You should have seen him when I left the two of them together at the House of Doors, Maimonides. I thought the poor lad’s head was going to pop right off—” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,” Maimonides said. For once, the gnome sounded serious. “Eleira understands the consequences of being caught stealing the jewel, but we haven’t brought Alec into this particular plot. I’ve spent much time with the boy over the past few weeks, and I’ve learned that above all else, he is noble—to a fault. Should he learn what Eleira intends—say, if their relationship deepens and the little elf decides to confide our mission in him—he won’t like it one bit. He may try to talk her out of it. He might even try to stop her.” 
 
    From the other side of the ornate desk, Archmage Uriel Diamondspear nodded. “And if he does, he might doom us all.” 
 
    “I must ask,” Maimonides said, plowing ahead. Uriel stifled a sigh—he could already tell where the gnome was going with this. This wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation, though it was the first time the gnome had roped Tanuin into it as well. “Why not simply explain to Alec what we need? The boy is no fool—he understands the concept of the greater good. Do you really think he won’t listen to us, Uriel?” 
 
    Tanuin looked thoughtful. “Yeah,” the elven ranger agreed. “Alec’s an old friend. I’m a little surprised we haven’t brought him into the fold, to be honest. But I’m sure you have your reasons, Uriel.” 
 
    Uriel felt like burying his head in his hands. But he kept the regal, imperious bearing others expected him to have as the Archmage. The master of the House of Diamondspear had learned long ago that people see only what you allow them to see—so he always showed strength to the world. No matter what. 
 
    “You say your weeks spent with Alec have taught you about the boy,” Uriel said, shaking his head. “Clearly, they have not. I saw him leap into that Crypt, Maimonides. I’ve seen the things Alec will do when confronted with the choice between what is right and what is easy. He would be comfortable helping us steal the jewel, yes—but there’s no way we could hide from him what we plan to do with it.” 
 
    Both men’s eyes hardened. 
 
    “He would try to stop us,” Uriel said with a chuckle. “Of that I have no doubt. And having seen the lad’s magic, I have no desire to remove such a talent from the world. Do either of you?” 
 
    Just as he’d expected, both Tanuin and Maimonides shook their heads. 
 
    “Then let us hope,” the gnome said, “that he does not find out.” 
 
    “He won’t,” Uriel said. “He cannot. There is still much that Alec must accomplish before the Archon is done with all of us. Including him.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Tanuin said. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re taking the right approach, Uriel. As Alec’s friend, this is the best way forward—for his sake and the world. The boy has a talent that the world will need in the arduous years to come.” Tanuin laughed. “The fact that he bound that demoness is proof of that. I’m surprised she hasn’t shaken his fervor for Eleira. I was a little worried about that for a minute, but he really only seems to see her as a friend.” The elf ranger shook his head. “Weird friends, that boy.” 
 
    “I wonder if I could convince him to let me borrow her for an evening,” Maimonides said, rubbing his hands together. “Perhaps in exchange for an enchanted device or two. As long as I frame it as a research opportunity, the boy might be willing…” 
 
    “Fat chance,” Tanuin snorted. “She’d tell him before she went off with you, you old fool. Besides, her favorite food’s spiders. You know they kill their mates and eat them after they die, right?” 
 
    “It might be worth it,” Maimonides mused. “For the experience…” 
 
    Uriel sighed. “You’ll broker no such deal with the boy,” he said, putting his foot down. “And you most certainly will not speak of any of this foolishness within his earshot. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Of course,” Maimonides said, looking chastened. “I was merely joking.” 
 
    Uriel cracked his knuckles. In all their clandestine meetings, it was the universally agreed upon code for silence. The two men quieted, sitting up a bit straighter. Uriel only did this when he had important things to say. 
 
    “The next few months will be some of the most important of our lives,” the Archmage said. “Not merely for us, but for the world. What happens to Alec and Eleira will determine far more than the fate of the last Leafwalker and an orphan from the Archon Temple. It may very well determine whether the world remains filled with light, or falls to the Shadow. And I, for one, do not intend to go down without a fight.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” Tanuin said, putting his hand on the desk. After a moment, Maimonides added his agreement to the pile. 
 
    “So be it,” Uriel said, clasping their fingers with his own. The pact had been made between the three of them long ago—long before Alec passed through the doors of the Archon Temple, in fact. With their work, and a little bit of luck, humanity would pass through the worst of what was to come. Uriel Diamondspear had done terrible things to amass the power he needed to help Alec weather the storm, but as long as the weathering was completed, all would be worth it. 
 
    He only hoped Alec would never discover the extent of his machinations. The boy was honorable, after all, and there was no telling what trouble a truly honorable young man was capable of. 
 
    “Very well then,” Uriel said, adjourning the meeting. “Now, my dear friends—we have two young mages who require our well wishes before they set off to the Royal Academy. Shall we attend to them?” 
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    Kraken City slept uneasily. The great hulking metropolis squatted on the steep volcanic island like a sinister monster, packed with seething life from the lowest slum to the highest glass tower of the noble Overlords. Kraken City was many things to many different people. For Marcus, exile of the thieves guild, it was where he found his destiny.  
 
    Marcus the Exile was a young man, swift and as stealthy as a cat. He moved with light steps through the gloom that filled the tightly packed slum district, the lowest tier of the steep city. A thick sea fog had rolled in, settling over the stone buildings and creeping through the slum district’s narrow streets and filthy alleyways, filling every space with a warm, unhealthy, airless damp.  
 
    The thick night heat didn’t bother Marcus the Exile. He was used to it. He moved along through the shadows cast by the rough walls, making no more noise than the fog. 
 
    Tonight was the night. His night. The night he would begin his escape.  
 
    He was on his way toward the Middle Watch, a long, ragged line of stone wall and rough earthwork that divided the slums at the bottom of the city from the Merchants’ Town. Merchants’ Town occupied the climbing slopes above the level of the slum dwellers, and there the wealthy common folk of Kraken City lived. Merchants’ Town was the home of the artisans, the merchants, city traders, and ship’s captains, guildsmen, and all the others who lived what they called a respectable life. Their comfortable manses and well-stocked manufactories were prime targets for any thief or vagabond who could worm his way up from the levels of the slum district. For this reason, the barrier of Middle Watch was constantly patrolled by the City Guard.  
 
    Marcus came to a spot he knew well. A low building of poorly laid orange brick had enough hand-grips and footholds between the stones that a skilled and nimble man could climb to the roof easily enough. Marcus was both skilled and nimble, and his calloused hands found familiar holds as his toes in their soft leather boots pushed up off the ground. A breath of wind stirred his cloak and toyed with his raised hood. Above his black leather facemask, his red eyes glinted warily as he climbed. 
 
     In the blink of an eye, and silently, he maneuvered up onto the slick wooden tiles of the sloping roof and gazed out toward the Middle Watch.  
 
    The barrier was near, and the guards that patrolled it were not as wary as they should be. The Kraken City guards were notoriously corrupt, and they could be paid to turn a blind eye to a man slipping over the Middle Watch in the dead of night. Not tonight, though. Tonight’s mission was too important for Marcus to risk his face being remembered by a dishonest guard.  
 
    Tonight, Marcus was going to rob a Diremage.  
 
    He crouched in the shadows on the rooftop. His leathers were soft with years of wear, and made no sound as he moved deeper into the shade. In his belt-pouch, he kept a few supplies—dried meat, a little gold, some poison for emergencies. Hanging at his belt in a secure sheath was his plain workman’s dagger.  
 
    For years now, Marcus had lived in a state of constant watchfulness. He had started his life on the streets of Kraken City. For as long as he could remember he had run with a gang of rough kids, stealing, scamming, and living by his wits. As a baby, he’d been left on the wharf, with only a toy soldier and a bundle of old fishing nets to shield him from the elements—since then, Kraken City’s massive docklands had been father, mother, and teacher to him. The docklands were often a harsh tutor, but they offered many opportunities for a quick-witted youngster to make a dishonest living, and Marcus had taken every chance he had.  
 
    Kraken City occupied most of a substantial island that rose out of the sea and climbed up to a single high peak. The city covered most of the mountain slopes, but on the eastern shoreline the docklands dominated. Centered around two massive stone wharves, the docklands stretched out on either side, providing berths for every size and style of ship imaginable. Everything from the smallest fishing vessels to the gargantuan trade galleys and warships of Doran found a home at Kraken City’s docklands.  
 
    The goods that flowed through the docks were as many and as varied as the ships that carried them, and so the area around the docks had developed into a packed, expansive district of warehouses, taverns, workshops, administrative buildings, brothels, barracks, hiring houses, smokehouses, and every other building that could service the sailors, the ships, the traders, and the goods that were the lifeblood of Kraken City.  
 
    It was a fertile ground for a young boy to do his growing up. He learned to pick pockets, cut purses, run messages, and steal food from the many open shop fronts. Then, when he was about eight years old, Marcus had pickpocketed a member of the thieves guild. That had changed his life. 
 
    Instead of being beaten and chased off by his victim, the professional, a young man with quick blue eyes and a sleek head of bright silver hair, had taken the young amateur back to the guild. A child could not begin professional training until he was at least fifteen, but the guildmasters saw potential in the young Marcus, so they kept him. When he worked out that they would also provide two meals a day and a safe place to sleep, the young Marcus was more than happy to do as he was bid.  
 
    Nobody knew exactly how old Marcus was, but he remained at the guild as a child novice. He cleaned, ran errands, helped in the kitchens, and learned to read and write in the language of the Doran Kingdoms, in the bastard dialect of Kraken City, and the old tongue of the High Nobility. He remained within the grounds of the guild for a year before he was allowed out to run messages. Then, he became a trusted runner—quick and reliable, and honest if anything went wrong.  
 
    The masters watched him, noting his potential, educating him and nourishing his body with food and his mind with languages and new ideas. Because no one knew his age, he was considered a boy until hair began to grow on his face and his voice began to deepen. Then, his real training began.  
 
    Those were happy years. Sitting in the dark on the roof, Marcus couldn’t help but smile to think of those years, despite how things had ended up. He had been trained in a host of skills, some more deadly than others but all useful, depending on the mission. He’d learned to move as quietly as a shadow, lift weights like a Doran strongman, read and write like a poet, sing and play the harp and the pipes, and, of course, kill quickly and accurately with every weapon known to man.  
 
    By the time his body had become that of a young man, he had become proficient in the rapier, the quarter-staff, the straight-sword, the slingshot, and Kraken City’s favorite weapon combination: the net and spear. By the time he was obliged to either shave his face or choose to grow a beard, stealth had become second nature, and there was no better climber in all of the guild.  
 
    One day, he looked at his reflection in one of the big shiny brass plates in the kitchens, and instead of the boy who had been, he saw a young man of about seventeen looking back at him. Brown hair, a strong jaw with a respectable bit of dark beard. Prominent cheekbones, a high brow, and big eyes with irises of a startling bright red.  
 
    It was around that time that his master had decided the time was right for Marcus to graduate from the first stage of training. He was gifted with a level up in the guild, and granted three spells. These came in the form of brightly colored, sweet-tasting powders that Marcus had dissolved on his tongue. The first granted him the power to turn a lock by placing his hand over it and concentrating, and the second granted him a constant high level of stealth. This stealth ability could be enhanced for short bursts, making him almost impossible to detect unless someone looked straight at him. The third spell gave him the ability to detect and disarm lower-level traps and magical wards.  
 
    The spells did not mean he had reached journeyman status, but they meant he had graduated from Novice to Initiate. His masters were proud of him, and though he’d never made close friends with any of his fellow pupils at the guild, all was well. A promising career in the thieves guild had seemed to await him.  
 
    And that was when everything went wrong.  
 
    The bungled robbery had not been his fault, he knew, but he had taken the blame for it all the same. His partner on the exercise had messed up a simple stealth buff, creating a flash of light that woke a sleeping guardsman. They had escaped, but Marcus had been seen by the light of a candle. His buddy got away without consequence, but the guard knew Marcus from a tavern brawl that had happened the year before. The merchant whose house they had been robbing put a bounty on Marcus’s head.  
 
    He gritted his teeth in the dark as he watched a city guard standing at post atop the rough wall of Middle Watch. It had been the worst of luck. No member of the thieves guild could have a bounty on their head. The guild worked in the shadows, hiding in plain sight, but a bounty put all eyes on him—all eyes on the guild.  
 
    Marcus had been exiled from the guild as soon as the news got around. Everybody was very regretful, but it didn’t change the fact: no member of the thieves guild could have a bounty. Marcus was expelled and had to leave straight away. He must never return to the guild, under pain of death. He must never claim the guild’s protection or use their name, no matter what the reason.  
 
    Just like that, he was on his own again.  
 
    At least he’d been left with more than an old fishing net this time. The guild gave him a good set of clothing, enough gold to keep him for a few weeks with care, a short sword, and their blessing. They left him with his three spells, too. Once you swallowed a spell-powder, the gift was yours for life. And they hadn’t taken his skills either.  
 
    He might not be able to claim the guild’s protection, but he was not prohibited from using his education. He could read and write in three languages, could fight with all manner of weapons, and he knew how to talk to people; the graduates of the thieves guild often became the most skilled diplomats. Nothing was stopping him using those skills. In the years that followed he made good use of his training, but all that had seemed cold comfort when he’d turned his back on the guild and walked away for the last time.  
 
    Marcus went back down to the docks and sought out his childhood friends again. It didn’t take long for him to find his old crowd. Some had died, some had moved on, and there were many new faces, but there were some who knew him well enough and they welcomed him. He needed a place to stay, so they showed him where they lived.  
 
    He moved in. 
 
    Living in the Underway was a shock at first. He soon got used to it, but he never forgot his roots as a docklands urchin. The docklands had a way of staying with people, in them, like blood on a white cloth.  
 
    The Underway was a labyrinthine network of abandoned tunnels under the city that stretched for miles. No one knew its full extent—it had never been fully explored—but the Gutter Gang had made their home in one section, where there was an entrance near the slum district of the city. Here lived a gang of rough men and women from all walks of life, people who had fallen on the hardest of times and had nowhere else to go.  
 
    Marcus was welcomed in like a long-lost cousin.  
 
    The Underway could be a dangerous place to live. The Gutter Gang were not the only inhabitants. There were the Ratmen, giant rats the size of humans, who walked upright and wore leathers and armor like men. They fought with cunning weapons, and were notoriously cruel. They inhabited a large, deep section of the Underway, and nobody who went there ever came back to tell the tale.  
 
    Then there were the Murgals, vicious half-troll, half-amphibian creatures that lived in gangs near the waterway exits from the Underway. They could sometimes be encountered roaming through the tunnels on the hunt for food.  
 
    And, of course, there were other gangs of humans living down there. Though they mostly kept to themselves and didn’t bother the Marcus’s Gutter Gang, it was a bad idea to stray too close to their dwellings. The biggest gang called themselves the Sewer Slayers, and they were rumored to have a steady stream of income from managing smuggling operations for unscrupulous ship captains. Because the Underway had many openings out to the sea, contraband could be moved into the Underway on small boats and then transported to one of the many exits within the city. The Sewer Slayers charged a good price for this service, but they defended their territory and their business interests fiercely.  
 
    As a member of the Gutter Gang, Marcus put his skills to good use, thieving and selling his stolen goods to make a living, but it was never enough to do more than live day to day, and always the bounty hung over his head. He could never quite relax knowing that one day, down on the docks or drinking in one of the cheap dockside taverns, he might be recognized and seized.  
 
    There was no doubt about what would come next. He would be sent to the salt mines on Bitter Island - a small island not far from the docklands coast. Kraken City did not execute criminals, but nobody had any illusions about what became of those who were sent to the mines. No one ever returned from Bitter Island. The salt mines there were as good as a death sentence. From the few stories he had heard about the place, it sounded like a headsman would have been kinder.  
 
    Eventually, Marcus had decided he’d had enough. In his favorite dockside tavern, he had heard about a ship that was soon to come in, bringing a special delivery for Diremage Xeron. His ears had pricked up at that. Diremage Xeron was rumored to be a former Vampire Hunter from Doran, a powerful mage who had come to Kraken City in suspicious circumstances some years ago.  
 
    He had extensive trading interests in the docklands, and lived in a big manse up in the Merchants’ Town. He was famously rich and arrogant, and was supposed to be dismissive of the threat of thieves. He was taking no chances this time, however. The rumor was that he had hired the Bloody Hand—a mercenary company—to guard his villa for the next two weeks. The Bloody Hand didn’t come cheap, everyone knew that, and the thought of that loot had itched at Marcus. Then one day he heard what the cargo was. One of the customs men from the port authority had too much to drink in a tavern one night and let it slip. Soon the rumor was all over the docklands—the cargo was spell-dust, a large consignment.  
 
    Any thief who walked away with that would have enough gold to live for a year if he were careful. And a man who wanted to escape Kraken City altogether and start a new life, well, there were always ships that could be hired, and Kraken City gold was just as good in Doran as in Kraken. He kept thinking about it and thinking about it until at last he decided he just had to go for it.  
 
    If he was caught, he would be sent to the Bitter Island salt mines or to some other back-breaking hard labor for the rest of his short life. That was, of course, if he was not killed outright during the robbery. But if he escaped and got away with it, he would have enough money to get a berth on a ship headed for the Kingdom of Doran, and to set himself up in a new life when he got there. He knew the language, he could read and write and do figures, and he knew how to use the courtly manners that would be expected at the King’s court in Doran City, the huge, shining capital city across the sea.  
 
    “An opportunity like this, for someone like me, only comes once,” he had told himself. And that had been that.  
 
    For days, he watched the docks.  
 
    At last, the ship came in, conspicuous because of the strong company of Bloody Hand mercenaries who guarded its unloading. Many people gathered and watched the show. Marcus had just been one face among many, gazing on as the mercenaries formed up around three covered wagons drawn by hooded and cloaked riders on black horses. Spears at the ready, the mercenaries escorted the goods up the hill from the docks toward Merchants’ Town.  
 
    That had been on yesterday’s morning tide. Marcus had slipped through a narrow entrance between two nearby warehouses and found himself in a disused courtyard. In one corner, half-covered by a broken cart and a stack of mouldering planks, there was a heavy bronze circular cover. He levered it up with a plank of wood and slipped through, closing it carefully behind him. He found himself in the cool, echoing darkness of the Underway. 
 
    Half an hour’s walk through the winding corridors and massive, echoing hallways of the Underway had taken him to the Gutter Gang’s base. The sentry let him through without question, and Marcus found his own little chamber and went to sleep. He would want to be at his best for tonight’s work.  
 
    “Ah, at last,” Marcus smiled. The City Guard’s legs had finally gotten stiff from standing at his post, and Marcus watched with satisfaction as the mail-clad man walked away from the gap in the wall. Not wasting an instant, Marcus slipped silently from his vantage point and landed on the muddy street again. Immediately, the thick fog swallowed him again.  
 
    It was a short sprint across open ground from here to the gate, and Marcus covered it in one swift dash. He pressed himself up against the gatepost, listening for the guard’s footsteps returning. Nothing.  
 
    Marcus took a deep, steadying breath and raised his hand. “Stealthy Tread,” he muttered, feeling the familiar warmth of the enacted spell washing over him. Now, he had a few minutes during which the guard would have to stare right at him to notice him. The spells were short lived, but powerful. While the spell was effective, it was likely that even if he looked directly at Marcus, the guard would mistake him for a shadow, or a cat, or at the least for someone who was meant to be there.  
 
    Two steps took him through the gate. Walk, don’t run. A glance to the left. The guard bent over a stone water-fountain, filling the metal cup that was chained to the wall beside it. Two more steps, and Marcus was back in the shadows. The tall stone building was taller than any down in the slum district, and it cast a thick shadow.  
 
    As the guard finished drinking and turned away from the well, Marcus slipped away between the buildings, sticking close to the walls as he felt the Stealth spell wear steadily off. He was in.  
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    Diremage Xeron’s house was at the top of Merchants’ Town, set back from the main cluster of buildings. Marcus jogged along in the shadows, keeping a wary ear open for patrols. He was about halfway when he heard the first one. The tramp of their sandals and the clink of their mail shirts was unmistakable.  
 
    They’re coming round the corner, he thought. This was an inconvenient spot to run into a patrol—there were no lanes or alleyways nearby to hide in, not even a dark doorway to duck into.  
 
    Marcus glanced up. A stone lip stuck out from the side of the building next to him.  
 
    He didn’t hesitate. A deft spring took him halfway up. Pushing his foot off the wall got him the rest of the way. He caught the edge of the stone lip. With a soft grunt, he swung himself up and crouched on the narrow ledge, still as a statue.  
 
    As the men passed below him, he held his breath and took care not to stare at them. Sometimes, he knew, if you stared hard at a man you could make him glance up and look at you. That would not do now. Marcus let his eyes drift out of focus and thought of the gray sea.  
 
    He let his breath out slow once the guards were gone, then dropped down, back onto the cobbled street and began to jog again.  
 
    Kraken City was built on one massive, cone-shaped hill, so you were always climbing. Only down in the slums and on the docks were the streets flat—everywhere else, you were either climbing or descending. Marcus made his way through Merchants’ Town, climbing all the way, until when he turned he could see the docklands off to his left.  
 
    A forest of masts bristled up, inky black against the moon-lit sea. On the wide-open flagged area around the docks, Marcus could see little lights moving back and forth and hear the distant voices of late-night revelers.  
 
    Kraken City never really sleeps, he thought to himself with a smile. Inland, the thick fog made a gray blanket in the moonlight, hiding the slums from view. All around him, Merchants’ Town was silent as a graveyard.  
 
    Only a few minutes later, Marcus found himself nearing Diremage Xeron’s generous manse. It had a big garden for Kraken City. Even in the wealthier parts of Merchants’ Town, space was at a premium, so the walled acre of green space around Xeron’s home was a rare luxury. Marcus climbed the outside of a stone townhouse to get a better look, finding a convenient alcove about twelve feet up. He wedged himself in place.  
 
    At the thieves guild, they had always taught him that skill at climbing was a thief’s best friend. Marcus had always found it to be so.  
 
    From his vantage point, he could see over Diremage Xeron’s ten-foot garden wall. He took his time, watching for movement in the grounds. Several Bloody Hand mercenaries patrolled the perimeter. Four—no, five. Big men, veterans armed with weighted nets and long barbed spears, with short swords at their belts. They wore linen britches and chainmail coats over hauberks of boiled leather. Their leather helms reflected blotches of moonlight.  
 
    Marcus watched for an hour as the moon crept slowly across the sky, until he was satisfied that the guards were not expecting trouble. They had a routine that they were not varying at all. Four moved back and forth along the outside of each wall, slowly, looking from left to right. Every fifth time a guard made it to the corner, he met his fellow guard and swapped with him. Back and forth, back and forth, back, and swap.  
 
    When they swapped, they exchanged a few words. That’s my opportunity, Marcus thought. He waited until the moon went behind a cloud then slipped to the ground and moved as silent as death toward the garden wall. Trees lined the approach, and he ducked down, lying flat in the shadow of one of the trees. The wall was only 20 feet away. His eyes followed the progress of the guard. Back, forth, back, forth, back, and... 
 
    “Stealthy Tread.”  
 
    As the guards met at the corner and exchanged a few words, their eyes were on each other, not on their watch. His spell active, Marcus dashed across the open space and flung himself over the wall. He dropped to the grass beyond and immediately dived into the shelter of the nearest shrub. The whole maneuver had taken him just seconds. 
 
    “Now for the difficult part,” he said to himself, grinning fiercely in the dark. The house was ahead, a looming shape rising out of the trees and bushes of the grounds.  
 
    Moving from bush to tree to shrub, Marcus approached the house.  The garden smelled strongly of exotic flowers in the dark. Xeron was known to import strange plants from overseas for his garden. Some said that it was just vanity, but other rumors said that the plants he imported had magical properties.  
 
    The house was a big structure, three stories of heavy sandstone, each stone block three feet long by two high. The whole thing towered up over the low trees. Marcus was pleased to see that no lights shone in any of the windows. It was the small hours of the morning now, and the moon had fallen low in the sky, making the black shadows long and thick across the ground.  
 
    He made it to the shrubs that carpeted the base of the wall, forming a thick hedge all around the structure. The moon shone down on the right side of the house, so Marcus moved off to the left where the shade was deepest.  
 
    Now to find a window... he thought. There would be a guard posted on the front door, no doubt about that, but Marcus needed no door to enter a building like this. The lower windows would be locked and bolted, and would probably have magical wards over them. Marcus could use his unlocking magic against such things, but the lower windows were likely to have the best locks and the most powerful spells. He could make an attempt, but a failure here might cause a noise, and that could cause an alarm. The upper windows, however, were likely to be less strongly guarded... 
 
    For a moment longer, Marcus considered trying his magic against one of the lower windows, but decided against it when he saw a stout branch of ivy cladding the corner of the house. The ivy had fat red leaves and a stalk as thick as his forearm. He glanced up and found what he was looking for: a small window on the first floor, half-hidden by the ivy.  
 
    “Perfect,” he said, and began to climb.  
 
    The ivy supported his weight, and it was so thick that he could have pressed himself into it and hidden completely if he’d needed to. He did not. The guards patrolling outside had their eyes turned outward, and nobody was patrolling the grounds.  
 
    When he reached the little window, he raised his hand and focused his attention, muttering the spell, “Ward Detect.”  
 
      
 
    Ward detected: minor guard.  
 
    Trap detected: none 
 
      
 
    He concentrated. As Marcus had suspected, Xeron’s ward spell was not a strong one, and it had not been renewed for a long time. Spells degraded over time, like rust on an iron lock, and a conscientious mage had to return to his spells regularly if he wanted them to remain effective.  
 
    “Seems that Diremage Xeron has bigger things on his plate than checking on his upper window ward spells,” Marcus muttered through gritted teeth as he concentrated on the minor guard spell.  
 
    “Charm and Disarm,” he said, then sighed with satisfaction as he felt the Diremage’s weak ward spell dissipate.  
 
    He slid his fingers along the bottom of the narrow window and found the catch. No need for a spell here. He lifted the window, the catch slipped back, but he caught it and let it gently down before it could make a noise.  
 
    And we’re in, he thought, with a smile.  
 
    The window was narrow, only a foot and a half in height and three feet long. That was probably why the ward spell on it was so poor—nobody considered it a threat. But for someone with thieves guild training, every window was a threat. 
 
    When Marcus dropped into the little storeroom beyond, he stifled a sneeze as thick dust rose up from the bare boards.  
 
    Seems like nobody’s been in this room for a year, he thought, easing the window shut behind him. The risk was slight, but still it wouldn’t do for someone to glance up and see it open. A good thief takes no chances, and Marcus was very good.  
 
    He stood for a long minute, letting his eyes become accustomed to the dimness. When they did, he looked around. He was in a tiny lumber-room, stacked to the roof with junk: broken furniture, a harp without strings, piles of papers bound with tattered cord, chests that looked as if they had not been opened in a decade. In the corner, there was a long spear with a great hooked blade encrusted with gemstones. Marcus looked at that for a moment. That was strange—he’d never seen a weapon like that before. Restraining his interest and keeping focused on his objective, he moved to the wooden door.  
 
    “Ward Detect,” he said again.  
 
      
 
    Ward detected: none 
 
    Trap detected: none 
 
      
 
    Marcus smiled. Diremage Xeron doesn’t put wards on his inner doors, he thought. Sloppy. 
 
    He eased the door open a fraction of an inch at a time, so slowly that even if it had creaked nobody would have heard. The door let into a long, carpeted corridor, dark but for the moonlight that filtered in through a window at the far end of the corridor.  
 
    Marcus was not far from his goal now—he could feel it. Soon, he would be on his way back, his small pack bursting with magical dust and his fortune assured.  
 
    “Don’t get cocky,” he warned himself. He was good at this, and he knew it, but there was nothing worse than an arrogant thief.  
 
    “That’s the thing about a job like this, you can mess it up at any time. There’s always something to go wrong. First you get the dust you need to get out of the house undetected. Then you need to get out of the grounds past the guards, then through the Merchants’ Town, then over the Middle Watch and back through the slums to the Underway.” Every stage in that process was as important as any other. A successful robbery needed careful planning, patience, skill, an eye for opportunity, and a bit of luck, too.  
 
    There was a staircase at the end of the corridor. Marcus lay on his belly to approach it, peering down through the railing to the ground floor hall to see if anyone was there.  
 
    “All clear,” he said to himself after lying there for a moment. The only sound was the slow, majestic tick-tock, of a tall Doran grand-clock keeping the time in its beautifully carved, polished hardwood case. Marcus squinted at the hands of the clock. He had two hours until first light.  
 
    Marcus snuck down the steps on tiptoes, ears straining for any sound of people in the house.  
 
    Diremage Xeron will have guards in the house, I’m sure of it, he thought. Then again, maybe he’s just arrogant? Maybe he thinks no one would, or even could, get this far? So far at least there was no sign of anyone in the house but him. The Diremage himself no doubt slept in a grand chamber on the first floor, the servants sleeping on the top floor.  
 
    Marcus had spied the kitchens when he was watching the guards from outside – a big, modern extension built from clean white stone. A boy would be sleeping there to keep an eye on the fires, for sure, and maybe even a couple bakers attending to an early batch of bread. Well, I’ll be going nowhere near there tonight. I’m here for one thing and one thing only.  
 
    Big, airy, comfortable sitting rooms flanked the ground-floor hallway, the grand-clock’s tick-tock permeating the entire space. Behind the stairway that he’d just come down, Marcus found an entrance to a corridor. 
 
    He was just about to peer round the edge of the corridor entrance when a sudden noise made him freeze.  
 
    Thump, thump, thump. The noise came from the sitting room on the left. Then a huff, as if someone – no, something – had taken a breath. Then most chilling of all, a low growl.  
 
    A dog.  
 
    Marcus didn’t hesitate. A good thief was prepared for any eventuality, and dogs were no exception. Usually the dogs he had to worry about were the guard dogs outside, if there were any. This was more likely to be some old house dog. Sure enough, when Marcus slipped up to the sitting room door and glanced in, he found a big, jowly mastiff, long-legged and heavy, with a huge head and small, intelligent eyes.  
 
    The dog sniffed twice, then began to growl low in its throat again, eyeing Marcus suspiciously. Perhaps not such a friendly pet after all, then. A bark right now would be disastrous.  
 
    Marcus reached into his back pocket and pulled out a bit of black sausage, then crouched, holding the meat out to the dog. The growling stopped and became a high-pitched whine as the dog caught the scent of the meat. He tipped his head to one side and began to salivate, and his tail began to wag slowly.  
 
    The big dog heaved himself to his feet and lumbered over to Marcus, tail wagging. He took the sausage from Marcus’s hand then turned and walked purposefully back to his bed in the corner of the room to devour his prize.  
 
    That was easy, Marcus thought, stifling the urge to laugh. The sausages were treated with a sleeping draught, not enough to do the animals any harm, but enough to silence a guard dog for an hour or so at least. 
 
    Now for the prize. He glanced around the well-furnished sitting room. Cut crystal goblets sat on a little table, fine wines filled a glass case in one corner, and expensive statues were arranged on a glass table by the window. Not to mention the gold plate in the room. It would have satisfied any normal thief to grab an armful of gold plate and leave, but not Marcus. Marcus was here for the prize, the magic dust. Only that was both valuable enough, and small enough, to suit his purpose. His leather knapsack could be filled with gold and jewels, but it would not be near as valuable as the same pack filled with magic dust.  
 
    He was about to head out when something caught his eye. It was a framed portrait of a man, hanging above a low glass case. Two steps took Marcus over to it. He gazed at the portrait for a moment. Soft moonlight shone through the window from the garden and danced on the gilded frame. The picture was of a heavy-set man in his prime, staring thoughtfully out at the viewer. He had long hair, slicked back over his high brow, and a cold, merciless expression on his chiseled face. One gloved hand was raised as if in preparation for casting a spell, in the other a magical staff trailed smoke.  
 
    “Hello, Xeron,” Marcus muttered. There could be no doubt that it was a portrait of the Diremage he was looking at. All the weapons of the Vampire Hunter were there. Marcus had only seen the Diremage once, and that had been from a distance, but the strong, arrogant face was unmistakable.  
 
    Marcus looked down at the glass case below the portrait. In it, laid out on a thick padding of red velvet, was the very staff that was in the picture. And beside it, three grim relics were laid—skulls, human at first glance. Marcus leaned in closer. Not human skulls—Vampire skulls. The sharp canines gleamed, diamond hard in the moonlight. The cheeks were higher, and the eyes wider apart than in a human. And on the brows, branded with a hot iron, was the seven-pointed star of the Vampire Hunters, burned there to keep any residual magic that might cling to the skulls at bay.  
 
    Back at the corridor entrance, Marcus peered round again. Doors let off the corridor on either side, but at the far end he saw his goal—a heavy wooden door with a bolt and an iron padlock. A man dosed in a chair beside it. And not just any man: he wore the mail and hauberk of the Bloody Hand.  
 
    The cellar, Marcus realized. That was where the magic dust would be, he was sure of it. An underground cellar was the perfect place for magic to happen – it was private, secure, and with only the one entrance it was easily guarded.  
 
    Marcus moved silently, drawing a long, thin tube from a fold in his well-fitted black cloak. He drew a small dark thorn, which glistened with a thick liquid, from a pouch at his belt. The widow’s tear poison – so called because the victim bled from his eyes before dying – was a cruel one, but swift. A man pricked with a poisoned dart was paralyzed. His blood would leak from his eyes as he suffocated, his muscles no longer able to work his lungs.  
 
    Not a pleasant way to go, but needs must. Marcus wanted to get to his loot, and this man stood in his way.  
 
    He slipped the thorn into the tube, taking care not to scratch his fingers with the point of the dark projectile. He raised the blowpipe up to his lips and fired with a practiced puff of air.  
 
    The guard looked up when he heard the sharp hiss of Marcus’s breath. But it was too late. The thorn wedged itself in his neck, and immediately the man stiffened, hands clutching at his throat as his muscles locked up. Marcus left his hiding place and sprinted down the corridor. The guard made a strangling noise as Marcus reached him, but Marcus had a dagger in his hand, and before the guard could make another sound the dagger came up and slammed into his chest, the razor-sharp point punching through leather, mail, and flesh to find the heart.  
 
    Marcus flipped the guard onto his back as blood began to soak the man’s jerkin and leak from his sightless eyes. Swiftly, he dragged the guard’s body up the corridor to the first room. He listened for a moment, then shouldered the door open and glanced in. A study, dark and empty. Marcus dumped the body into the gap behind a low sofa. No one would find the guard there until morning. 
 
    And Marcus would be long gone by then. 
 
    He was about to shove the sofa back into place when something caught his eye. A jeweled dagger glinted on the guard’s belt. Marcus knelt and cut the man’s leather belt to free the dagger and its wood and leather sheath.  
 
    It was a nice piece of work. Black ivory was carved into a comfortable handgrip and topped with a pommel of red crystal that glowed faintly. Red and green light shimmered along the blade’s folded steel. The edge looked sharp enough to shave with. 
 
    He’d promised himself that he was only here for the magic dust, but this dagger was too nice a piece to pass up. It was rare, too, that was clear. The workmanship was beautiful, and the hard ivory of the handle was worn with many years of use.  
 
    Too nice to leave with a corpse, he thought, glancing at the swiftly-cooling body of the guard. He attached the dagger to his belt, heaved the sofa back into place to hide the guard, and pressed on.  
 
    Going back to the corridor, he was pleased to see that not a drop of blood had stained the carpet. He looked for regret for killing the guard, but there was none. The guard was a mercenary, paid to fight and to accept the risk of death in his master’s service. The Bloody Hand were notoriously vicious in battle, and this man had probably done worse things than killing in his days.  
 
    I’d have felt worse about killing the dog, Marcus thought, glad that he’d not been obliged to harm the docile animal.  
 
    The door was warded again, and Marcus felt the warm rush of satisfaction as his spell increased in potency from breaking the ward.  
 
      
 
    Spell: Charm and Disarm Level IV 
 
    Level increase: 2% 
 
    Current progress to Level V: 52%  
 
      
 
    The spells increased in potency fairly slowly, particularly this one, since it was fairly advanced already. Marcus calculated that it took roughly four wards disarmed to gain a 2% increase, but that was hard to say for sure because it depended on the strength of the ward.  
 
    That last one had been a good one, and he felt relieved that his spell had been enough to disarm it. To be truthful, breaking the ward spells was probably the most unreliable part of his plan. There was no way to tell in advance how strong the Diremage’s ward spells were likely to be.  
 
    Still, Marcus had thought it through and concluded that it was worth the risk. The Diremage was buying magic dust in bulk. Why? If he was an immensely powerful mage already, why would he have need of the dust? Not to sell – his wealth was as legendary as his miserly hoarding of it. No, Marcus calculated that Diremage Xeron was buying magic dust in quantity because he wanted to level up fast.  
 
    A man who sought to use his wealth to buy shortcuts was likely not a man who had put a great deal of effort into increasing ward spell levels. Ward spells were neither flashy or prestigious, and a man with Xeron’s arrogance and riches would be unlikely to put careful effort into unimpressive spells.  
 
    So Marcus had hoped.  
 
    By contrast, Marcus had diligently put time and effort into developing his Charm and Disarm spell, and now that had paid off.  
 
    He held his hands over the padlock and muttered, “Ethereal Key.”  
 
    The spell’s power coursed through him, and the pins inside the lock clicked back as if pressed by a key. The well-greased lock popped open silently. Marcus slipped the bar back, pushed the door open, and stepped through into the darkness beyond.  
 
    The Ethereal Key spell, already at level 6 from many years of use, did not level up any further, but Marcus barely noticed. He was on the cellar steps now, making his way down carefully through the pitch darkness. When he reached the bottom of the steps, he stood completely still, listening, until he was content that he was alone.  
 
    Practice had given him an instinct for dark spaces. From the feel of the air around him, he judged that he was in a small space. Experimentally, he let his hand fall gently against his leather belt. The sound fell flat, without any suggestion of an echo. So, not only a small space, but a small space filled with things to muffle the sound.  
 
    He crouched, touching the floor and feeling stone flags. Groping outward, he contented himself that the floor was stone for at least six feet all around him.  
 
    Working quickly now, he drew out a flint and his dagger, then huddled over them to strike a spark onto a little ball of dried linen fibers. On his second try, he got a spark which quickly developed into a flame. He lit a black candle and blew out his little pile of kindling.  
 
    Marcus stood and looked around.  
 
    The orange light of the candle showed him a long, low room with a floor of big stone flags and walls piled high with stores. Shelves were stacked with dusty bottles and some chests had been rusted shut. Stacks of scrolls decayed in one corner. 
 
    But at the far end of the cellar, there was a stack of four crates next to a big black table. Unlike the rest of the cellar’s contents, the crates did not look at all dusty or worn. They looked, in fact, as if they had only just arrived.  
 
    Jackpot.  
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