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Chapter 1







It felt awful to be powerless. 

For  Alec,  sitting  very  still  in  his  chair  as  he  stared  at  the heavy wooden door, it had been a long time since he’d felt this way. 

As  an  orphan  being  raised  by  the  monks  of  the  Archon  Temple,  it had been his life’s default state—but that was before Archmage Uriel Diamondspear  discovered  his  natural  magic  and  adopted  him  into his clan. 

Now, Alec had the ability to cast spells without the use of a grimoire—a  gift  thought  to  have  only  been  granted  to  the  Archon himself—and  an  array  of  magical  treasures  to  augment  his  skills. 

The  Diamondspear,  the  ancestral  weapon  of  his  clan,  the  Shield Ring given to him by the monks who raised him, and the Bloodcloak whose  powers  he  still  didn’t  fully  understand.  With  them  in  his inventory, he had the potential to be the most powerful mage at the Royal Academy—if not in the entire world. 

None of it could help him a bit. 

For  behind  that  large  wooden  door  lay  the  study  of  Dean Wolfe,  the  head  of  the  Royal  Academy.  And  within  it  sat  Alison Raleigh, the spy who’d attempted to steal the grimoires of the Royal Academy’s  students  along  with  the  entire  cache  of  magical instruments  and  research  belonging  to  Alec’s  friend  and  mentor, Maimonides the Shadebringer. 

Alison’s crimes didn’t worry Alec overmuch. But she knew his secret.  She’d  watched  Alec  perform  spells  without  a  grimoire, tapping  into  his  hidden  skill  to  absorb  the  elements  of  magic  in  the world  around  him.  He’d  spent  so  much  time  and  effort  hiding  his natural  magic  from  the  rest  of  the  student  body,  at  Uriel Diamondspear’s  request.  Alison  had  probably  already  told  Dean

Wolfe,  which  meant  the  rest  of  the  school  would  know  as  soon  as the door opened. 

“Maybe it won’t be so bad,” a female voice whispered. 

Eleira,  Alec’s  girlfriend,  sat  next  to  him,  two  of  her  hands wrapped around one of his. Every few moments, she idly stroked the back  of  his  knuckles,  as  if  she  could  soothe  the  horrible  feelings coursing through his body away. No doubt she would if she could. 

“No doubt she’s already talked,” Alec said, his gaze traveling to  the  plush  red  carpet  between  his  feet.  Like  the  rest  of  Dean Wolfe’s office, the carpet and furnishings were of the highest quality. 

Before  leaving  the  Archon  Temple,  Alec  had  never  known  people could live in such luxury. “She’ll try to use her knowledge to barter a lighter sentence, I’m sure. And I’ll have to leave…” 

Eleira’s  eyes  filled  with  hurt.  “Why  would   you  have  to  leave the  Royal  Academy,  Alec?  You  haven’t  done  anything  wrong!  If anything, tonight proved that you are a hero!” 

From  the  muted  noises  of  celebration  outside,  most  of  the student  body  agreed  with  Eleira.  The  fight  with  Alison  had  woken nearly every student in the dormitories in the middle of the night, and with all the excitement, no one seemed to be in a mood to return to their  beds  anytime  soon.  Firecrackers  went  off  in  the  courtyard green,  each  sounding  like  a  tiny   pop   through  the  walls  of  Dean Wolfe’s office. Alec knew Jolenta and Vodalus would be down there, embellishing  the  story  of  how  they’d  stopped  Alison  from  escaping until  half  the  school  would  be  talking  about  Alec  single-handedly fighting his way through a hundred mages. 

“That doesn’t matter,” Alec said glumly. 

The  truth  was,  he’d  needed  to  keep  his  magic  secret  for reasons that had nothing to do with the Royal Academy. Although it was easy to forget when tucked safely behind the sturdy walls of the Academy, there was a secret war going on in the kingdoms outside. 

A  rogue  group  of  mages  fought  Uriel  Diamondspear,  intent  on destroying  the  very  foundations  of  magic.  And  one  of  their  leaders was Uriel’s deceased son, Baldir Diamondspear—or at least a thing

with  his  personality  and  memories.  Alec  didn’t  want  to  dwell  too deeply on the exact motivations and intentions of Baldir. 

The  moment  the  news  got  out  that  Alec  had  a  power normally granted to only the Archon, he’d have a target on his back even  larger  than  the  Diamondspear  clan’s  airship.  Eleira  had  been worried  about  being  exposed  as  the  last  Leafwalker—for  Alec,  this revelation  would  be  ten  times  worse.  If  he  didn’t  leave  the  Royal Academy,  its  students  would  never  be  safe.  Baldir  Diamondspear would consider it an open battleground, sending mage assassins to kill Alec and all who associated with him. 

So  mentally,  Alec  was  already  packing  his  bags  as  he listened  to  the  muffled  sounds  of  conversation  coming  from  Dean Wolfe’s  study.  The  only  question  was  whether  or  not  Eleira  would consent to go with him. 

 I’ll  need  to  talk  to  Tanuin  first,  Alec  thought.  His  old  friend’s timing  was  impeccable  as  always.  Tanuin  had  flown  to  the  Royal Academy after Alec wrote him a letter, and he’d arrived just in time to help Alec and Eleira stop Alison from escaping the Royal Academy in  a  cloaked  airship.  Almost  as  soon  as  the  dust  had  settled, however, Tanuin took off with a crew of the Academy’s best sailors to track  down  Alison’s  familiar—the  massive  red  dragon  known  as Abraxas.  It  flew  into  the  night  once  the  airship  had  been  captured, probably at its mistress’s request. Though the Academy brought their fastest airships to bear in the hunt against the creature, the general feeling  was  that  Abraxas  would  be  able  to  escape.  It  was  a   very powerful familiar. 

Alec  had  no  doubt  the  dragon  would  make  trouble  for  him again  sooner  or  later.  But  that  didn’t  bear  thinking  about  for  the moment.  Right  now,  he  needed  to  explain  a  few  things  to  his girlfriend. 

“It  won’t  be  safe  in  the  Royal  Academy  once  my  secret  is out,”  he  said,  looking  Eleira  in  the  eyes.  Beyond  the  door,  the conversation rose sharply, the individual words almost audible, only to  shrink  back  into  muffled  whispers.  “As  soon  as  I  confirm  that

Alison’s  spilled  the  beans,  I’ll  have  Tanuin  give  me  safe  passage back  to  the  Northmund  Estate.  I  don’t  know   what   Baldir Diamondspear  will  send  against  me,  but  I’ll  have  a  much  better chance of surviving it if Uriel is at my side.” 

Eleira’s  lips  formed  a  tight  little  line.  “You  can’t  be  serious. 

You have friends here, Alec—a  life. A… A partner…” 

Alec gripped Eleira’s hand tighter. “I know. I care about all of you, deeply. Which is why I’ll have to go.” He sighed, trying to make the words in his heart fit together properly in his mind. “You’re a great familiar tamer, Eleira. And your work in Enchantments is second to none.  You  should  continue  your  education  here  at  the  Royal Academy. Once you graduate—and once Uriel and I do whatever we need  to  in  order  to  make  the  kingdoms  safe  again  for  mages—we can pick up where we left off.” 

Eleira’s mouth formed a little ‘O’ of surprise. “You’re joking,” 

she said flatly. 

“Not about something as important as this,” he assured her. “I would never.” 

“Alec,  I’m  not  leaving  you,”  Eleira  said,  aghast  at  the  very suggestion.  “If  you  have  to  take  a  semester  off  for  your  safety,  or something  of  that  nature,  then  I’m  coming  right  along  with  you.  I wouldn’t dream of being apart!” 

Some of the anxiety in his chest uncoiled at the declaration. 

His  head  knew  it  would  be  better  for  Eleira  to  stay  at  the  Royal Academy—but his heart wept at the thought of being apart for who knew how long. 

Alec  rested  his  head  on  Eleira’s  shoulder,  the  wave  of emotion he’d been holding back since he watched Alison disappear finally showing on his face. Despite the better angels of his nature, he didn’t  want  to leave the Royal Academy. Eleira was right—he had a life here, the kind of life he’d never expected to have as a servant of the monks. 

 What  would  Master  Abel  think  of  me  now?  He  thought, wiping his nose with the back of his hand.  He’d probably tell me I’ve

 gone soft from all this high-class living. That I should appreciate the fact  that  I  no  longer  have  to  muck  out  stables  or  watch  over foundlings…

Quite  unexpectedly,  a  snicker  escaped  from  Eleira.  “You know,” the elf girl said, stroking the back of Alec’s head in a way that made him tingle, “if you run off in the middle of the night, Jolenta and Vodalus are going to be  rich.” 

“Huh?”  Alec  glanced  up  into  her  deep  brown  eyes.  “How’s that?” 

“They took all those bets,” she said with a smirk, “on whether you  or  Alison  would  be  the  top  student  in  Combat  Magic.  Nearly every  student  on  campus  laid  at  least  a  few  gold  coins  on  your rematch. With Alison gone, all the bets to you will naturally pay out—

which was most of them, from what Jolenta tells me. But with  both  of you absent, Jo and Vodie won’t have to hand over a thing.” 

Alec  laughed,  though  there  was  much  less  humor  in  his version. “Well at least someone has a vested interest in seeing me gone,”  he  said,  mixing  self-deprecation  with  bitterness.  It  didn’t  suit him, and the look on Eleira’s face told him she didn’t like it. 

“Don’t speak that way,” she assured him, holding Alec closer. 

Were it not such an unprecedented night, with both of them suddenly thrust into the spotlight, Eleira would never hold him like this where other  people  could  see.  Tonight  was  a  night  for  firsts,  or  so  it seemed. “You know they’ll be beside themselves for weeks. Jolenta especially. She hides it well, but that girl still has a crush on you.” 

“She does?” Alec’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. 

“Don’t  sound  so  thrilled  about  it,”  Eleira  said  with  a  little giggle. “She’d have to get in line behind half the first-years, I’m sure. 

Especially  after  tonight.  You  know,  someone  asked  me  on  the  way up here if it was true that you killed ten mages with your bare hands to get the Diamondspear back…” 

Before  Alec  could  laugh  at  the  absurdity  of  the  campus’s rumor  mill,  the  sound  of  a  chair  squeaking  backward  came  from Dean  Wolfe’s  study.  Alec  stiffened,  sitting  up  just  as  the  door

opened.  Alison  stood  in  the  doorway,  a  pair  of  silver  handcuffs around her wrists. Behind her stood Dean Wolfe in his long, flowing robes, his face totally unreadable. 

And Alec did try his best to read it. Was that the telltale sign of  shock  behind  the  Dean’s  eyes  as  he  looked  Alec  up  and  down? 

Did he know he was staring at a young man with powers unheard of since  the  days  of  the  Archon,  or  did  he  not  truly  believe  what  he’d heard from Alison Raleigh? 

“Guards,” Dean Wolfe said, gesturing toward the door of the waiting  room.  Two  battlemages  with  long  pikes  emerged,  bowing differentially to the Dean. “Take this girl down to the old prison cells beneath the dining hall. Make sure she is given adequate food, drink, and bedding. Thank you.” 

Unable  to  take  the  temperature  of  their  conversation  from Dean Wolfe, Alec turned his attention to Alison Raleigh instead. The girl had all the hallmarks of being from an aristocratic family, with her high  cheekbones  and  long,  impeccably  styled  blonde  hair.  But  she was  an  imposter,  a  spy  who’d  come  to  the  Academy  to  steal grimoires for reasons Alec still didn’t understand. 

He might have been more positively disposed toward Alison if  she  hadn’t  tried  to  frame  him  for  murder.  She’d  poisoned  one  of Alec’s  classmates,  a  young  man  named  Rawiri  Igneous,  and  used Alec’s  signature  weapon  to  stab  a  crude  doppelganger  of  herself inside of Maimonides’s workshop tower. Were it not for Alec’s natural magic to save the day, Rawiri would have been the Academy’s only witness to “Alison Raleigh’s” murder by the heir of Diamondspear. As it was, the battle between Alec and Alison’s mage accomplices had left the Shadebringer’s Tower in flames. He still felt bad about ruining Maimonides’s workshop, though the gnome assured him he’d build a new one even better than before. 

Alison kept her eyes on the floor as the guards led her out of the waiting room. Despite the seriousness of the situation, she had the  air  of  someone  who’d  been  pulled  into  the  dean’s  office  for  a

minor  infraction.  Not  someone  accused  of  treason  against  the kingdoms. 

Up until the last moment, Alec thought she was going to walk right past him, those eyes staying on the floor until she was well and truly  gone.  But  just  as  she  reached  the  door,  Alison  suddenly stiffened and glanced over at him. Her lips quivered; the beginnings of a tear beaded in a corner of her eye. 

“Alec,”  she  said,  as  if  she  hadn’t  honestly  expected  to  see him  again.  “Dean  Wolfe,  may  I  speak  with  this  student  for  just  a moment?” 

The  Dean’s  face  said  he’d  rather  deny  the  request—but politeness and decorum are harsh mistresses. Even when it involves some  great  inconvenience  to  our  person,  the  most  elite  among  us are loath to violate her scriptures. So Wolfe let out a heavy sigh, his heavier mustaches quivering over his jowls, and said: “Make it quick, please. The hour is quite late.” 

Alison  nodded.  “I  just  wanted  to  say  that  I’m  sorry,”  she whispered  quickly.  To  Alec’s  surprise,  his  sixth  sense  for  falsehood could detect no trace of it in her voice—Alison either meant what she said  or  was  a  surprisingly  good  actress.  “Hopefully  someday  you’ll understand that you and I are on the same side, Diamondspear. We should be fighting the real enemy, not each other.” 

Something  about  her  tone  rankled  him.  “Well,  I  appreciate your honesty,” Alec said through gritted teeth. “Not, you know, a  lot, but…” 

“Alec!” Eleira said, her eyes widening with shock. 

“No,  I  want  to  say  this,”  he  growled,  undeterred.  He  took  a step closer to Alison and watched her guards stiffen, as if preparing for him to throw a punch. “You tried to frame me for murder, Alison. 

You  poisoned  my  friend  Rawiri  so  badly  that  he  almost  died.  And your bloody red dragon was  this  close—” here he held his thumb and forefinger  together  an  inch  before  Alison’s  face,  “—from  taking  my familiar away from me. Believe me, if you’d killed Trystara, I wouldn’t

be standing here like a civilized man having a conversation with you, Alison. Those guards at your side wouldn’t be able to save you.” 

It  must  have  been  his  tone  that  made  Alison  Raleigh  shrink back so. Fear filled the blonde’s eyes—perhaps as she realized that if Alec’s natural magic were public knowledge, there’d be no reason for him not to use it on her. 

The  fear  lasted  only  a  moment.  Then  resolve  shown  in Alison’s eyes. “What would you do to save Eleira’s life?” she asked him, glancing at his girlfriend. 

Alec and Eleira shared a look. What was she trying to imply? 

“Is that a threat?” Alec asked. 

Alison shook her head. “You’d do anything, wouldn’t you? To save those you loved? To protect your family?” 

Alec  felt  confused.  From  the  look  on  Dean  Wolfe’s  face,  he was regretting allowing this conversation—and was about to force it to  a  close.  At  a  silent  signal,  the  guards  moved  forward,  gently  but firmly taking Alison by the arms. 

“Of course I would,” Alec said. What else could he say? 

“I  know  it,”  Alison  said,  grinning  as  the  guards  had  to  drag her step by step from the room. “You wouldn’t care if it was breaking the rules or not. Hell, I’ve seen you—I  know  you break the rules for the people you care about. I do the same thing, Diamondspear! The same thing! ” 

“You and I are not the same,” Alec muttered as they carried Alison away. But some of the righteousness that flowed in his veins only  moments  before  had  faded.    He  knew  so  little  about  her motives, after all. 

“You’ll  see,”  Alison  growled,  grabbing  the  door  frame  and jutting her head inside just as the guards pulled her out. “You’ll see!” 

Then she was gone, and Alec and Eleira were left alone with Dean Wolfe. 

“I  apologize  for  that  shameful  display,”  the  Dean  said smoothly,  walking  to  the  doorway.  “Alec,  I’d  like  to  speak  with  you

privately now, if that’s alright. Perhaps your companion should head back to her dormitory now, or join the celebrations outside?” 

Alec  looked  up  at  Dean  Wolfe.  The  man’s  expression  still gave Alec no clue as to what he knew. 

“I want to stay,” Eleira protested. “Alec—” 

“It’s  alright,”  Alec  assured  her.  He  plastered  a  smile  on  his face, feigning a courage he did not feel. “I’ll catch up with you later, Eleira. Let everyone know that I’m doing okay, alright?” 

She nodded—then, in full view of the Dean, pulled him close and  kissed  him  on  the  lips.  “I  won’t  forget  what  you  said,”  she whispered as she broke the kiss. “Promise you won’t leave without me, alright?” 

“I promise,” he whispered back, letting her go. The Dean let out an undignified  harrumph  at the display and gestured for Alec to follow him into the study, which he did. 

Alec  needn’t  have  worried.  He  didn’t  intend  to  leave  the Royal Academy that night—or any night in the immediate future. 

Chapter 2







An  observer  looking  for  signs  of  the  lateness  of  the  hour would find none of them in Dean Wolfe’s study. With the room lit by lamps  of  every  shape  and  size,  the  windows  drawn  with  heavy curtains, and bookshelves occupying nearly every inch of wall space, the Dean of the Royal Academy’s office felt as if it sat outside of time itself.  It  could  have  been  midnight  or  midday  beyond  the  windows, and Alec would have no way of knowing which. 

It  added  to  Alec’s  sense  of  disorientation  as  Dean  Wolfe seated himself behind an oaken desk, the legs of which were carved to resemble a mythical beast’s. The Dean gathered his robes about him, staring into the lamplight for long moments as if he needed to collect  his  thoughts  before  the  interview  began.  Finally,  he  cleared his throat and bid Alec sit in the chair opposite him. 

Alec  did.  His  rear  sank  deeply  into  the  cushion,  and  he wondered  how  in  the  world  Alison  Raleigh  had  managed  to  stay upright  during  her  interrogation.  The  chair  was  almost  obscenely comfortable, and between that and the smoky, dimly lit atmosphere of the study, he found his eyelids growing heavy almost instantly. 

Dean  Wolfe  noticed.  “Perhaps  you’d  like  some  refreshment before  we  begin?”  he  asked,  turning  and  indicating  a  tea  service sitting just behind his chair. “I had the guards brew some before Miss Raleigh and I spoke. I could pour you a glass if you like.” 

“Yes,  thank  you,”  Alec  said,  gathering  his  own  thoughts.  If this was meant to be an ambush regarding his natural magic, Dean Wolfe certainly didn’t seem to be going about it in a sinister fashion. 

The  Dean  brought  out  two  cracked  teacups  and  filled  them with  a  dark  fluid.  To  Alec’s  surprise,  it  tasted  of  rosemary  and

lavender,  and  banished  the  muddiness  in  his  thoughts  almost  at once. 

“That’s  better,”  Dean  Wolfe  said,  taking  a  long  sip  from  his own cup. “You’ve done a most excellent job safeguarding the Royal Academy and its intellectual property, lad.  Most  excellent. I daresay you’re  the  kind  of  rising  star  our  campus  has  not  seen  in  an  entire generation…” 

Alec could recognize when he was being buttered up. “Thank you for your kind words, Dean Wolfe. But I was only doing what any student of the Royal Academy would do.” 

That earned him a snort from the Dean. “Alison Raleigh was a student at the Royal Academy as well,” he mused. “If a counterfeit one. And she was thought to be a rising star by some, also.” 

Alec  nodded  along,  wishing  the  Dean  would  give  him  some clue as to whether he knew Alec’s secret or not. It was so important he could scream, yet the man just kept on talking as if he didn’t have a care in the world. 

“From the way you were waiting at the door,” the Dean finally said, “I’m sure you’d like to know what Alison Raleigh told me in this study. Wouldn’t you?” 

Finally.  Alec’s  heart  nearly  skipped  a  beat.  “Yes,  Dean Wolfe.” 

“And  you’ve  earned  it,”  the  man  said  with  a  nod.  “Yes,  you more than any student I’ve ever met deserves to be brought  into the loop, so to speak. I can hardly keep information like that from you…” 

Alec waited. And waited. 

Dean Wolfe stared back at him so long that Alec began to get supremely uncomfortable. Just as he was on the cusp of standing up from  his  chair  and  screaming,  the  Dean  finally  gave  an  almost imperceptible shrug. Something changed in his face. 

“Nothing  of  particular  note,”  he  said,  his  eyes  never  moving from Alec’s. “Just the same propaganda and rhetoric that all the New Plagiarists use.” 

Alec  was  so  relieved  Alison  hadn’t  talked  that  the  strange term  nearly  completely  missed  his  attention.  “New   Plagiarists?”  he asked, startled. 

“Oh,  that’s  not  what  they  call  themselves,  of  course,”  Dean Wolfe said, taking another sip of his tea. “They have some far more noble name they give themselves, to make them feel like heroes. But it doesn’t bear repeating.” He set the teacup down, making a steeple of  his  fingers  on  the  table.  “It’s  all  drivel.  They’re  thieves,  Alec—

nothing but common thieves.” 

Had  Alison  Raleigh  told  the  Dean  about  Alec’s  natural magic?  It  seemed  impossible  that  she  hadn’t—even  to  use  it  as  a bargaining  chip.  Why  would  the  girl  keep  Alec’s  confidence,  after everything  that  had  happened?  Had  she  told  Dean  Wolfe,  and  the man was simply keeping it under his hat? But Alec’s eerie sense for truth  told  him  there  was  no  lie  when  the  Dean  told  him   nothing  of consequence  had been said. 

Suddenly,  Alec  wished  he  could  be  in  a  room  alone  for  five minutes with Alison Raleigh. Maybe then he could get to the bottom of things. 

“I thought she was working for Chaos,” Alec blurted. From the expression  that  passed  over  the  Dean’s  face  a  moment  later,  he thought  Alec  was  almost  impossibly  naive  to  believe  such  a  thing. 

“She tried to make me believe  Rawiri  was an agent of Chaos, sir—as a way of ingratiating herself further with me and my friends.” 

Dean  Wolfe  nodded  as  if  he’d  expected  this.  “She  is  a  spy, yes,  but  not  from  Chaos,  young  man.  Alison  Raleigh  is  part  of  a group that the Academy has had its eye on for some time—a rogue cadre of mages who’ve started a rival school for magic. One that is not sanctioned by our kingdom, or indeed by  any kingdom.” 

Alec felt his eyes widen. “For what purpose, Dean Wolfe? To teach evil?” 

The Dean shrugged. “Who  knows,  my boy! They refer to it as the   People’s  School,  and  claim  the  noble  houses  have  stifled  the

development  of  magic  by  hoarding  grimoires  and  enchanted teaching devices.” 

Alec cleared his throat. “Raleigh told me something similar,” 

he admitted. 

“We’ve  caught  their  like  before,”  the  Dean  admitted.  “First-years  who  attend  under  false  pretenses,  gather  information  on  the school’s curriculum and other privileged information, then sneak that out  to  the  masses.  But  as  long  as  we’ve  been  in  control  of  the grimoires, the  hard currency  of magic, such things have never been more  than  a  mere  nuisance.”  His  face  turned  cold.  “What  Alison Raleigh  tried  to  do  tonight  would  have  thrown  the  entire  magical world into chaos, young man.” 

Alec  could  hardly  believe  it.  “What,  by  opening  a  school? 

That doesn’t sound so terrible, Dean Wolfe.” 

The  man  started  in  his  seat.  “They  are   Plagiarists,  young man! Not the original group, mind you, but with the same abhorrent tactics. Stealing grimoires and using magic when they ought not to. 

When they have not been  chosen to wield the forces gifted to man by  the  Archon!”  Dean  Wolfe  smoothed  down  his  robes,  a  peeved expression  on  his  rotund  face.  “There  are  reasons  our  selection process is so rigorous, Alec. It would not do to allow the sorts of…

well,  the  sorts  of  people  Alison  Raleigh  and  her  Plagiarists  would allow to attend her so-called People’s School.” 

Alec  could  follow  the  discussion.  “Common  people,  you mean,” he said, a tinge of bitterness in the words. 

“Exactly!”  To  his  horror,  the  Dean  seized  on  this.  He’d expected the man to downplay the elite nature of magic, to try and make  the  Academy  sound  more  open  than  it  actually  was—but instead, he did the exact opposite. “They’re not monsters, of course, not like the original Plagiarists—for  now, at least. But they cannot be allowed  to  loot  grimoires  from  noble  families,  or  worse,  to  copy them.” 

This  conversation  left  Alec  more  and  more  uneasy  by  the moment. “I have to admit to some confusion, Dean Wolfe,” he said, 

trying  a  different  tack.  “I  thought  commoners   couldn’t   use  the grimoires given to the noble houses. That they’d look like… well, like unreadable squiggles or something like that.” 

Alec,  being  a  commoner  himself,  saw  exactly  that  when  he looked at his Diamondspear grimoire. He did a good job of faking the reading of spells for the rest of the faculty, but he’d always assumed his  inability  to  decipher  his  own  spellbook  came  from  being genetically incapable of understanding it. 

“Oh, there are safeguards, of course,” the Dean assured him. 

“But  there  are  times  when  a  grimoire  must  be  passed  from  one house to another—in the event of one house not having an heir, or something  like  that.  So  there  are  ways  to,  hmm,  let’s  say   unlock a noble  house’s  grimoire.  This  is  what  I  mean  by  being   in  the  loop, young man! There’s not many students your age who know a thing like that!” 

“I  see,”  Alec  said,  his  stomach  sinking.  “And  these  New Plagiarists… they know they can do this? Give the ability to do magic to anyone?” 

“It is their central tenet,” Dean Wolfe pronounced, practically spitting out the words. “Can you believe it, Alec? They were not born into families to whom the Archon gifted grimoires—so they would try to outdo their betters! It’s ludicrous!” 

“It is,” Alec said, thinking of his own dream of being a mage. 

Until he saved Marcus from the Hag, such a dream had merely been a fantasy. He was no hero—no nobleman. “I can understand wanting such a thing, though…” 

“Pah!”  Dean  Wolfe  lifted  a  hand.  “Their  bloodlines  were  not appointed  the  privilege  of  learning  magic!  They  should  be  satisfied with their lot in life. As a Diamondspear yourself, I’m sure you can’t understand the motives of such people. They are base and vile, Alec

—these lesser folk are endlessly jealous of the Archon’s divine plan for mortals.” 

“As a Diamondspear,” Alec repeated, the words like ashes in his mouth. What did that name truly mean? What did it stand for, if it

allowed prejudice like this to exist? 

“Regardless,  tomorrow  Miss  Raleigh  will  no  longer  be  our problem.” The Dean held out his teacup as if expecting Alec to clink his own against it in a toast. “The first airship of the day will transport her  to  the  Arcane  Prisons.  You  shouldn’t  let  a  commoner  like  her worry  your  mind,  young  man.  Believe  me,  what   they  do  to  her  will make the treatment she receives in our cells tonight look palatial in comparison.” 

“I’m  sure,”  Alec  said,  taking  another  sip  of  his  tea.  Alison hadn’t told his secret. And her motives… he didn’t agree with them, not exactly, but he could understand them. Even if the things she’d done to him personally couldn’t be forgiven. 

“Oh yes, they’ll make her talk.” The Dean leaned forward, a wicked  look  on  his  features.  “Unfortunately,  we  at  the  Royal Academy  are  forbidden  the  use  of  truth  spells  or  truth  serum  on students.  But  the  jailers  at  the  Arcane  Prisons  have  no  such regulations.”  The  man  was  practically  rubbing  his  hands  together. 

“Before the week is through, Alison Raleigh will be narrating the last few  days  of  her  life  to  the  proper  authorities—in  all  the  detail  she refused to give me!” 

Panic  seized  Alec’s  chest.  “They  can’t  really  do  that,  can they?”  he  asked,  covering  his  nerves  with  another  sip  of  tea.  The mixture  coursed  through  him,  making  him  even  more  jittery  than before. “Make her tell someone  everything  that happened to her?” 

“Oh,  of  course  they  can,”  the  Dean  said,  sitting  back  in  his seat  with  a  satisfied  sigh.  “They’ll  want  details  on  every  item  she looted,  after  all.  I’ve  been  privy  to  such  a  session  before,  and  it’s almost like listening to someone read a book aloud. All those twists and turns, the movement from one scene to another… I almost wish I could accompany Miss Raleigh to the Arcane Prisons myself!” 

The  thought  made  Alec  sick.  Alison  had  done  him  a  huge favor by concealing what she’d seen of his magic from Dean Wolfe and the rest of the faculty. But if she made it to the Arcane Prisons, even  that  little  bit  she’d  been  able  to  hold  back  would  be  exposed. 

News  of  it  would  inevitably  get  out,  and  Alec’s  secret  would  be revealed. 

With a start, he realized he was already thinking of it in terms of  if. 

Alec stared down into the depths of his tea, thinking. Would he? Did he have the strength to pull it off? 

 She  was  right,  damn  her,  Alec  thought  bitterly.  Sometimes you have to break the rules to protect the people you care about. 

“Dean Wolfe?” Alec asked suddenly. 

The  man  straightened  up  in  his  seat,  startled  from  his contemplation  of  the  tortures  Alison  Raleigh  was  soon  to  endure. 

“Hmm? Yes, lad?” 

“I’m rather tired,” Alec said, faking a yawn. “If it’s alright with you, might we continue this discussion in the morning?” 

“Of  course,  of  course,”  the  Dean  said  with  a  smile.  “You’ve been  through  so  much  tonight,  young  man.  The  fall  off  the  airship alone… I shouldn’t have kept you so late. Of course, you may retire to  your  chambers.  I  expect  tomorrow  there’ll  be  a  parade  in  your honor, if some of your classmates get their way!” 

Alec  doubted  it,  but  he  let  the  Dean  enjoy  his  fancies.  “All  I want is a good rest,” he assured the man, making his excuses and saying his goodbyes. 

Once  Alec  was  back  out  in  the  hallway,  beyond  the  Dean’s waiting room, he began making plans. As much as he wanted to go to  Eleira  and  tell  her  what  was  going  on,  there  was  one  person  he needed  to  speak  to  before  even  her.  Someone  without  whom  it wouldn’t matter if he broke the rules for Alison—she’d be recaptured anyway. 

Alec  headed  down  the  stairs,  hunting  for  Maimonides  the Shadebringer. 

Chapter 3







The only place Alec could think of to find the gnome was the Shadebringer Tower. Even though it had been destroyed, a casualty of  the  battle  between  Alec  and  Alison’s  mage  companion, Maimonides  would  be  categorizing  the  rubble  long  into  the  night, salvaging  whatever  he  could  from  the  wreckage.  As  he  raced through  campus,  avoiding  the  cheers  and  questions  of  students wherever  he  went,  Alec  prayed  the  gnome  had  either  no  or  only  a few helpers along with him at the Tower. He couldn’t take much more attention. 

He reached the Tower a few minutes later—or at least what was left of it. The floor containing Maimonides’s workshop had been blown  to  pieces,  leaving  the  remains  of  the  tower  like  a  finger  with the first knuckle cut clean off. Bits of tables and magical instruments littered  the  grass  around  the  tower.  Maimonides  moved  among these, tying bits of string around certain items for later categorization and cleaning. A ball of liquid light floated over the gnome’s head as he moved, illuminating the wreckage. 

When Alec’s shadow fell over the gnome, he gave a start and glanced in his direction. “Why, Alec,” Maimonides said, his face filled with surprise. “There’s no reason you need to be here, lad. None of this is your fault—you should be enjoying the celebrations!” 

“That’s not what I’m here for,” Alec said, shaking his head. 

Briefly, he explained what he’d learned from Dean Wolfe and their  conversation.  Maimonides’s  eyes  widened  when  he  found  out Alison  Raleigh  hadn’t  told  the  faculty  about  Alec’s  natural  magic—

then  narrowed  as  Alec  recounted  the  Dean’s  rant  against  the

‘common people’ and their desire to control magic of their own. 

“Our  Dean  is  small-minded  for  sure,”  the  gnome  conceded with  a  chuckle.  “I’m  surprised  he  ever  allowed  me  on  the  faculty  in the first place, now that you mention it. Uriel must have put in a good word—as far as Dean Wolfe is concerned, Archmage Diamondspear walks on water and can do no wrong.” 

“That’s not the worst of it,” he said, gritting his teeth. “They’re going  to  put  Alison  under  some  kind  of  truth  spell  at  the  Arcane Prisons. She’ll  have  to tell everyone about me!” 

Maimonides  was  stunned.  “They  authorized  truth  spells? 

That’s  absurd.  They  were  banned  years  ago,  to  only  be  used  in cases of extreme treason against the kingdom—” 

“Apparently  Dean  Wolfe  thinks  this  qualifies,”  Alec  said bitterly. “Alison isn’t really a bad person, Maimonides. She just wants to use magic, and help others learn to use it. She was the second-best  person  in  my  Combat  Magic  class—and  if  I  didn’t  have  the advantages I did, she’d be the first.” 

Maimonides looked sympathetic. “Life isn’t fair, lad,” he said delicately. “Sometimes it’s the furthest thing from fair, in fact…” 

“But  it  proves  her  point,”  Alec  said  firmly.  “If  Alison  was  a better  student  than  the  rest  of  the  class,  then  it  shouldn’t  matter whether you were born in a noble family or not. Even if you wanted to do things logically, wouldn’t it make more sense to test  everyone for magical aptitude? Then let the people with the strongest gifts join the Academy, whether they were noble or not?” 

Maimonides  looked  nearly  scandalized.  “There’s  nothing logical about it,” he said with a shrug. “If you think the noble houses would  give  up  all  that  power  and  prestige  just  because  some  child who  grew  up  in  a  gutter  can  toss  a  bigger  fireball,  well…  you’re starting to sound a bit like Alison yourself, young man.” 

Alec  shook  his  head.  “I’m  not  about  to  forgive  her  for  what she did. She deserves to be behind bars,” he said. “But we can’t let her  go  to  the  Arcane  Prisons,  Maimonides.  Otherwise,  she’ll  talk—

whether she wants to or not.” 

Though  he  clearly  didn’t  like  it,  Maimonides  could  see  the sense  in  what  Alec  said.  The  gnome  heaved  a  heavy  sigh,  turning away from his small pile of categorized rubble and rubbing his eyes beneath his spectacles. 

“Very well. And I suppose you won’t consent to allow me to kill the girl, correct?” 

The  very  suggestion  shocked  Alec  to  his  core.  “Of  course not!” 

“Asking,  merely  asking,”  Maimonides  said,  holding  up  his hands.  “Very  well,  lad—I’ll  help  you.  Get  your  friends—Eleira, Jolenta, and Vodalus—and meet me near the entrance to the cells in a half-hour. I’ll bring a few magical implements I keep in my personal quarters, and we should have no trouble springing your enemy from her cell.” 

Alec nodded. “One other thing,” he said. 

“Name it.” 

“I need a Phantasmic Projector,” he explained. 

The gnome did a double take. “Dean Wolfe banned the use of them after your duel,” he said, a little taken aback. “We lost one somewhere during the confiscation, but…” 

“Alison Raleigh took it with her,” Alec said. “It must have burnt up on the airship. But she stole it from us to begin with. We had it in Poictesme.” 

“Ah!”  Maimonides’s  brows  rose  at  the  name  of  Jolenta  and Vodalus’s  secret  hideaway  beneath  the  dining  hall.  “Practicing extracurricular duels, were we?” 

Alec  flushed,  but  he  didn’t  have  time  to  go  over  it  with  the gnome. There were more important things to focus on. 

“Alison  figured  out  how  to  bring  a  phantasm  out  of  the Projector and use it like a clone,” Alec told the gnome. Then, before he could absorb  that  bit of knowledge, Alec added, “and she used its aura to turn her airship partially invisible.” 

Maimonides’s  shock  deepened.  “I  may  be  forced  to  eat  my words, young man. If your rival Alison was capable of doing all that with  my  invention,  she  may  very  well  prove  commoners  can  be better at magic than the nobility after all.” 

Alec grinned. “It’s what I want her to do with it  next  that’s the tricky  part.  Can  you  get  one  of  the  Projectors  out  of  the  storeroom and  put  it  down  in  Poictesme?  It’s  on  the  way.  We’ve  got  a  hiding place  for  it,  behind  some  of  the  furniture,  where  we  kept  the  last one.” 

“I  can  do  that,  lad,”  Maimonides  said,  sounding  a  little surprised.  “I’m...  well.  I  certainly  want  to  have  a  talk  with  this  Miss Raleigh character once she’s free.” 

Alec  did,  as  well.  Leaving  Maimonides  behind  to  get planning,  he  finally  did  the  thing  he’d  been  dreading  ever  since  his meeting with Dean Wolfe. 

He waded into his own celebration. 

Despite  the  lateness  of  the  hour,  the  courtyard  green  in  the center  of  the  campus’s  buildings  was  awash  with  light  and  activity. 

Students,  familiars,  even  staff  members—all  were  outside,  drinking and making merry and celebrating the fact that they’d caught a thief before  they  could  escape  with  a  sizable  chunk  of  the  Academy’s magical  equipment  and  grimoires.  Alec  wished  he  could  share  in their enthusiasm, the way he had only an hour before. 

As he walked, folk blocked his way. It seemed like everyone wanted to give him a drink or a pat on the back, or hear this and that recounting of his battle at the Shadebringer Tower or the airship. But when he mentioned Eleira, a knowing look spread across just about every face. 

“She’s near the dorms,” an inebriated girl with hair tied in little braids like a pony’s told him, gesturing toward the looming building. 

“Her  and  Jo.  They’re  probably  both  waiting  to  give  you  a  hero’s welcome…” 

 I don’t know about that,  Alec said, bidding the woman a good night. From the sway in her hips as she toasted him, she looked as if

 she  were  the  one  who  wanted  to  give  him  some  heroic  treatment. 

Smirking  and  shaking  his  head,  Alec  waded  through  the  crowd, intent on finding his friends. 

Eleira  and  Jolenta  were  near  the  entrance  to  the  dorms,  as the  girl  had  said,  and  Vodalus  was  with  them.  What  she’d  failed  to mention  were  the  crowd  of  angry  betters  surrounding  the  pair  of drama-loving students, waving betting slips and gold coins as if they were working themselves up to burning the bookies in effigy. 

“What  do  we  do  with  these  now!?”  someone  demanded, waggling  a  ten-gold  coin  bet  on  Alec  Diamondspear  in  Jolenta’s face. “If there’s no rematch, I ought to get my money back, right!?” 

“People, people, please calm down!” Jolenta was taking it in stride, as friendly and bubbly as he’d ever seen her. She even had more  highlights  in  her  hair  than  usual,  and  her  dark  lipstick  and makeup was as impeccably applied and flawless as ever. “We’ll be making an announcement regarding your wagers in the morning. For now, please try and enjoy the party… oh! The man of the hour! Alec Diamondspear is here!” 

The crowd’s attention turned toward him. As a result, the last thirty steps to Eleira took longer to cross than the entire rest of the trip combined—so many people wanted to shake his hand, give him a  hug,  plant  a  kiss  on  his  cheek  with  a  whisper  of  more  later  if  he wanted  it.  For  the  most  part,  he  wrote  it  off  as  exuberance  and drunkenness,  wanting  only  to  get  to  his  friends.  He  needed  to  get them on board, as they had work to do before the morning. 

“I  need  to  talk  to  you  all,”  Alec  said  as  he  finally  made  it through the crowd. “Poictesme. Now.” 

Jolenta  and  Vodalus  shared  a  look.  They’d  heard  that  tone before. 

“Alec, what is it?” Eleira asked. “What’s the matter?” 

“Downstairs,”  he  said,  taking  her  hand  with  a  smile.  “Away from prying ears.” 

Shaking off the party proved to be more effort than Alec and his  group  expected.  Even  as  they  made  their  way  through  the

winding hallways beneath the dining hall, a few stubborn hangers-on made  a  point  of  waving  their  betting  slips  around  or  talking  about Alec’s  amazing  exploits.  It  wasn’t  until  the  last  few  turns  that  they managed to shake the last of them—finally, they were alone. 

Well, except for Maimonides. 

All three of Alec’s companions drew up short as they rounded the  corner  into  Poictesme,  where  the  gnome  sat  atop  one  of  the leather  couches.  He’d  been  polishing  his  spectacles  as  they approached, and now grinned at them all as if they were part of the same practical joke. 

“Maimonides? What are you doing down here?” Eleira asked, looking pleased to see the gnome. 

The gnome did a double take. “You haven’t told them?” 

“Told them what?” Jolenta asked, dropping onto the nearest couch with a sigh. “Oh dear, dealing with the public is  so  draining. Be a dear and fetch me another carafe of wine, would you, Vodie?” 

While  Vodalus  went  to  do  just  that,  Alec  briefly  explained what  he’d  learned  from  Dean  Wolfe.  For  Maimonides,  this  was  all information he understood, but the rest of the students looked grim as Alec explained the truth spell Alison Raleigh would soon receive during her interrogation at the Arcane Prisons. 

“We can’t let that happen,” Alec surmised. From the looks of his  friends  around  the  room,  he  could  tell  they  were  thinking  the same  thing.  “We  have  to  get  her  out  of  that  cell  before  morning. 

Alison Raleigh  cannot  be allowed to enter the Arcane Prisons.” 

“I’m completely on board with that, darling,” Jolenta snorted. 

The  dark-haired  beauty  had  almost  finished  a  whole  other  glass  of wine—probably  from  her  nerves  at  this  new  situation.  “But  I’m   also not comfortable freeing someone who tried to have you killed.” 

Alec  grinned.  “I  didn’t  say  I  was  going  to  free  her,”  he  said, gesturing at the Phantasmic Projector. “She’s going in there.” 

As one, every head in Poictesme turned to peer at the nook where  Maimonides  had  secreted  the  device.  The  sleek  instrument

lay  behind  the  furniture,  partially  hidden  by  an  absurd  potted  plant Jolenta had dragged down one day from the gardens. 

“In there?” Vodalus asked. 

“Anyone inside can be seen by us,” Alec explained, “though they can’t see the outside world at all. It’s a perfect prison cell—and since we can hide it, we can make sure Alison doesn’t get found by the  Royal  Academy’s  guards.  They’ll  be  searching  for  her  with magic, right?” 

Maimonides  blinked  a  few  times.  It  was  clear  the  gnome hadn’t even thought of that. “Of course they will.” 

Alec  nodded.  “When  we  were  trying  to  track  down  Alison’s airship,  we  couldn’t  find  it,”  he  explained,  remembering  his  journey through the woods. “Even her familiar couldn’t sense her through the bond—the  Phantasmic  Projector  cloaked  her  completely.  If  we  tuck her inside the arena, nothing Dean Wolfe or any of the faculty do will reveal her.” 

The gnome rubbed his chin with a thumb, thinking it over. “It’s an ingenious plan, lad,” he admitted. “I have an issue with it, though.” 

“That’s  why  I  brought  you  all  here,”  Alec  admitted  with  a sheepish grin. “To help with the problems I haven’t seen yet.” 

Maimonides raised a finger. “Someone will need to be down here at all times to ensure Alison Raleigh doesn’t escape. I’m given to understand this ‘secret club’ of yours is occupied most of the time in any case, but you’ll have to post guards. I don’t know how long the promise  of  being  able  to  evade  magical  scans  will  keep  Alison Raleigh docile and hidden.” 

“That’s just what we’ll do.” 

“Secondly,”  Maimonides  said,  “how  long  do  you  intend  to keep her inside the Projector? Surely it can’t be forever.” The gnome tilted his head, and he stared at Alec, as though suggesting that his final and irrevocable solution might not be such a bad idea after all. 

“I’m  not  going  to  kill  her,”  Alec  explained,  making  a  face  at the  very  thought.  He’d  slaughter  enemies  on  the  field  of  battle,  of

course,  to  protect  the  ones  he  loved.  But  killing  in  cold  blood  felt different—felt  wrong, somehow. “I think we can trust Alison, in a way. 

Specifically, we can trust that we  cannot  trust her.” 

“That  sounds  like  my  kind  of  logic,”  Jolenta  interjected. 

“Whatever do you mean by that, Alec?” 

“Whatever  else  we  know  about  Alison  Raleigh,”  Alec  said, feeling his resolve harden under Maimonides’s withering stare, “she is a girl who is resolute in her beliefs. She might not care what she has to do in order to fulfil those beliefs—in fact, at this point I’d say there’s  probably  nothing  she  wouldn’t  do  in  order  to  complete  her mission. Which means she’s predictable in a way that someone else wouldn’t be.” 

“Better  an  honest  enemy  than  a  duplicitous  friend,” 

Maimonides  said,  rubbing  his  chin  with  a  finger.  “You  may  be  onto something there, lad. But say we  do  end up freeing her and getting her  out  of  the  Academy.  How  do  we  ensure  that  in  the  long  term, your secret remains safe?” 

Alec knew he was taking a risk here. From long years spent with  the  monks  of  the  Archon  Temple  and  their  philosophical inquiries,  he  knew  that  all  possible  variables  in  a  plan  could  be divided into two categories: the things you knew you didn’t know, and the  things  you   didn’t   know  you  didn’t  know.  Known  unknowns   and unknown unknowns, in other words. 

Alison Raleigh was a  known unknown,  to be sure. He had a relatively  good  idea  of  her  strengths  and  her  goals.  What  worried Alec  were  the  dangers  lurking  in  the  shadows  neither  he  nor Maimonides had yet been able to detect. 

“We deal with that later,” Alec said, already formulating plans in  his  head.  “Right  now,  the  important  thing  is  that  Alison  never makes  it  to  the  Arcane  Prisons  and  their  truth  serums.”  He  looked around  the  room,  gazing  at  each  member  of  his  group  in  turn.  “I know I’m asking all of you to take a very great risk. We could face expulsion—or worse—if this goes bad. Will you help me?” 

Amplified  by  drink,  Jolenta’s  response  came  almost  the moment he’d finished posing the question. “Of course, darling! Every institution of magical learning needs a good jailbreak every now and then—it’s simply the  in thing!” 

“If Jo’s going, I’m going,” Vodalus said, nodding in the young student’s direction. “But I don’t like this.” 

“I like it even  less,” Eleira said, giving Alec a worried glance. 

“Alison Raleigh tried to kill you. The thought of sticking our necks out for her gives me hives. But if you think it’s the right thing to do, Alec, then I’m with you.” 

The right thing to do? Alec wasn’t sure about all that. Freeing a  convicted  criminal—one  who’d  tried  to  frame  him  for  murder,  on top  of  that—was  not  how  he’d  expected  to  spend  the  remainder  of this night. Yet he felt as if he had no choice. 

And  more  than  that,  beneath  the  worries,  he  felt  a  strange sense of purpose. The Bloodcloak, a constant presence around his shoulders,  swayed  for  a  few  moments   against   the  wind  in  the chamber,  as  if  imparting  a  message  to  him.  Not  for  the  first  time, Alec wondered about this garment and its powers. 

He’d  certainly  need  its  strength  this  night.  Freeing  Alison beneath the eyes of the entire Academy was a tall order, indeed. 

“Is there anything you need before we set out, lad?” 

Now  that  the  path  had  been  set,  the  worry  had  fallen  off Maimonides’s face. The gnome looked resolute, more than prepared to face the challenges ahead. In fact, Alec thought he could see just a touch of mischief about the gnome, the old Shadebringer coming out to play. 

Alec  shook  his  head.  “Let’s  go.  I  have  no  idea  how  we’re going to get past all of those guards, though. Not without creating an incident  loud  enough  to  bring  the  whole  Academy  down  on  our heads…” 

To Alec’s surprise, it was Jolenta who spoke up. 

“Don’t worry about that one bit, dear,” she laughed, sharing a look  with  Maimonides.  “I’ve  just  come  up  with  the  most  wonderful idea. Get me to the dining hall, and I’ll do the rest.” 

Alec  nodded,  surrounded  by  his  party  of  friends.  He  was ready. 

Chapter 4







Most of the revelry had finally died down by the time Alec and his group reached the entrance to the dining hall. Bits of trash and discarded  cups  littered  the  Academy’s  green,  the  only  proof  that most  of  the  student  body  had  been  celebrating  until  a  short  while ago. Here and there a few grim-faced servants moved like wraiths, packing the rubbish into enchanted bags capable of holding several times  their  carrying  capacity  without  becoming  heavy.  By  the morning, the Academy would look almost new again. 

 And Alison Raleigh will be out of her cell,  Alec thought grimly. 

 I’ll have made all my friends criminals. 

Alec  shrugged  off  his  worries  as  Maimonides  led  the  group through  the  cafeteria.  Somewhat  paradoxically,  the  signs  of celebration  were  less  in  here  than  they’d  been  outside.  The  dining hall’s stash of wine and ale had been broken open, of course, and so many  hands  had  handled  the  cabinet  that  Alec  had  no  doubt  the instigators  of  that  particular  crime  would  never  be  found.  Jolenta gave  the  bottles  remaining  a  longing  glance  as  the  party  passed, then shook herself and caught up with the rest of the group. 

“Why  are  the holding cells beneath the dining hall, anyway?” 

Eleira  asked,  giving  Alec’s  hand  a  squeeze  at  the  same  time.  Ever since  they’d  left  Poictesme,  the  girl  was  as  nervous  as  a hummingbird. Alec could feel her heart pounding in her chest, just by having her stand next to him. No doubt she needed to talk to distract her  mind  from  the  task  ahead.  “You’d  think  the  Academy’s  faculty would  want  to  separate  criminals  from  students  in  the  midst  of eating.” 

“There  are  several  reasons,”  Maimonides  explained.  The gnome  looked  considerably  calmer  than  anyone  else  in  the  dining hall.  “The  Academy  rarely  has  a  great   need   for  the  cells,  after  all. 

World-altering events and heinous crimes typically give the Academy a wide berth—until  you  showed up, that is,” the gnome added with a smile  at  Alec.  “As  a  result,  they’ve  frequently  used  kitchen  staff  as makeshift jailers. So that’s one reason. But the more important one is the smell.” 

“The  smell?” Alec didn’t understand. He watched Maimonides shoulder open the door to the kitchens, revealing a wide hall with a gleaming  tile  floor  and  several  metallic  tables.  He’d  been  in  the kitchens, of course. Back when he’d first arrived at the Academy, he and his friends had been tasked with cleaning them after they were caught fighting. 

“One  frequently  has  to  make  criminals  confess  to  their crimes,” the gnome explained with a wicked grin. “At the Academy, we’re strictly forbidden from performing anything that could even be misconstrued as torture—and in the case of students, we can hardly lay  a  finger  on  you.  Not  that  we  would,  of  course.  That  would  be absolutely barbarous.” 

“I’m  still  not  understanding,”  Vodalus  said.  He’d  been  quiet the  whole  walk  over—hearing  him  speak  gave  Alec  a  little  start. 

“What’s so torturous about being kept underneath a dining hall?” 

“Try  missing  a  meal  or  two  and  standing  in  the  midst  of  the chef’s creations on a Friday night,” the gnome said with a little laugh. 

“You’ll see. Braver boys than you have broken down and confessed to their magical vandalism or petty trickery the moment their stomach began to rumble.” 

“I’m  not  a  boy,”  Vodalus  protested,  but  the  gnome  had already moved on. 

A  simple,  unassuming  door  lay  in  the  wall  near  the  back  of the  great  space  of  the  kitchens,  almost  forgotten  next  to  the  ovens and  washbasins.  It  was  the  kind  of  thing  a  casual  observer  could look at a dozen times without ever really noticing, the sort of generic feature  that  slid  off  the  eyeballs  as  if  greased.  Alec  realized  with  a start  he  could  detect  a  faint  tinge  of  magic  from  the  door,  and

understood  this  nondescriptness  was  a  part  of  the  Academy’s design. 

Behind  the  door,  a  narrow  set  of  stairs  descended  beneath the  Academy.  Enchanted  torches  flared  on  either  side  of  the  wall, filling the chamber with illumination. 

“Whatever  plan  you’ve  come  up  with,  Jolenta,  you’d  better start preparing it,” Maimonides said gravely, peering down the stairs. 

“Any  chance  we  had  that  the  guards  might  be  asleep  has  already passed, it seems.” 

A  moment  later,  Alec  understood  what  the  gnome  meant. 

Even at the top of the stairs, the sounds of whispered conversation could be heard clearly. These guards weren’t dozing at their posts—

far  from  it.  Alec  supposed  he  couldn’t  blame  them.  A  high-profile prisoner like Alison Raleigh didn’t come along just every day. 

Jolenta  nodded  gravely.  The  dark-haired  student  pulled  a silver  flask  from  a  pocket  in  her  robe,  then  took  a  long  sip  of  the liquid  within.  As  Maimonides  stared,  Jolenta  pulled  back  the  flask, spilling the remainder of its contents all over her hair and face. 

“What!?” Maimonides asked, surprised. A sour smell filled the stairwell,  stinging  Alec’s  nostrils.  He  knew  the  liquor  well.  Many  of the  servants  back  at  the  Archon  Temple  had  it  smuggled  in  from  a local village, despite the monks’ proscriptions against alcohol on the grounds. 

Chucking to herself, Jolenta rubbed some of the vile mixture into  her  cheeks.  “How  do  I  look,  Vodie?”  she  asked,  arching  an eyebrow in amusement. “You think I’m ready for my performance?” 

“You’re absolutely mad,” Vodalus said with a laugh. From his lips, it sounded like a compliment. 

“What are you  doing, girl?” Maimonides demanded to know. 

“Get ready to drag me down the stairs,” Jolenta replied. “You and Vodie.” Her smile had grown wider, almost manic in its intensity, and  the  young  woman  appeared  to  be  working  herself  up  into  a frenzy.  “I’m  going  to  fight  you  like  hell  every  step  of  the  way—but

don’t worry, I’ll try my best not to do any serious damage. I’m going to need to appear far drunker than I actually am…” 

“Would you please explain what in the world you think you’re doing?” Eleira asked. Of all his companions, the elf girl was the most sensitive  to  the  smell  emanating  from  Jolenta’s  soaked  hair  and face.  She  wrinkled  her  nose,  looking  as  if  she’d  like  to  flee  the stairwell. 

“Maimonides  and  Vodie  are  going  to  drag  me  down  these stairs,”  the  young  woman  said,  her  eyes  alight  with  mischief.  “And when  you  get  to  the  bottom,  here’s  what  you’re  going  to  tell  those guards…” 

Alec’s eyes widened as he listened to Jolenta’s plan. 

“That just might work,” he said, drawing the Bloodcloak closer around his lanky frame. The fabric hadn’t stopped rippling the entire walk down to the cells, as if the garment were eager for action. For the thousandth time, Alec wondered what principle animated it. 

“You stay up here and keep watch,” Jolenta said, nodding at Eleira. “If any trouble comes to the top of the steps, make a call like a bird.” 

Eleira’s brows drew together. “A bird? What kind of bird?” 

“You know, like a… you know what? Forget it.” Jolenta let out a mad little laugh, the liquor soaking into her skin. “Just scream like hell.” 

The corner of Eleira’s mouth curled in a smirk. “I can do that,” 

she  said.  Then  she  turned  to  Alec.  “Please  be  careful,”  she whispered,  taking  one  of  Alec’s  hands  in  both  of  hers.  “If  anything happens to you, I’d never be able to live with myself…” 

As always, Alec felt a hot flush rise to his cheeks whenever Eleira got this close to him in public. How was it that he could hold the girl to his chest in the safety of his dorm room and feel nothing but the greatest sense of peace and satisfaction, yet adding so much as a single observer to the two of them turned him into an awkward young fool? One of the mysteries of life, he supposed. 

“I will,” he assured her. Then, feeling impetuous and wishing to  banish  the  awkward  feeling  in  his  heart,  he  leaned  forward  and kissed her, full on the mouth, in front of the group. 

Jolenta let out a shocked little laugh. “A kiss for luck? Good. 

We need all the luck we can get.” 

“Alec!”  Eleira  pulled  away,  her  fingertips  trailing  against  her lips. “In front of everyone!” She looked shocked, but also like she’d enjoyed it immensely. 

“It’s  not  like  they  don’t  already  know,”  Alec  said,  turning toward the bottom of the stairs. “Alright, Jolenta. Let’s get this show on the road.” 

It was the signal the young woman needed. As Alec said it, Jolenta let out a screech like a wildcat, her arms and legs kicking as Maimonides and Vodalus dragged her bodily down the stairwell. 

Alec had to hand it to the girl—she really was a consummate actress. Even having just seen her sober, or nearly so, at any rate, he  almost  believed  her  to  be  completely  out  of  control  and  in  the middle of a tantrum. 

“Let me go!” Jolenta shrieked, aiming a kick at Maimonides’s head. She wisely pulled it just in time, her heel missing the gnome by inches. “I told you, I don’t  need  your protection! I can handle those fools just fine on my own!” 

Alec  gave  Eleira  one  last  look,  then  followed  the  trio  down the  steps.  The  sounds  of  Jolenta’s  screaming  covered  his  tracks perfectly. He paused at the bottom as they stepped out into the light, holding the Bloodcloak tighter around his shoulders. 

The entrance to the cells had a wall of bars across the front. 

Two  guards  in  chainmail  stood  on  either  side  of  the  door,  with  the robes of the Academy over top of their armor. A pot of coffee lay on a  table  to  the  side,  nearly  empty.  Neither  man  had  expected  to  be roused  at  this  late  hour,  and  had  clearly  imbibed  quite  a  bit  of  the brew. 

“What’s  all  this,  then?”  the  first  guard  grunted,  stepping forward. He was a grizzled, middle-aged man, with a scruffy goatee

that turned to stubble across his cheeks. A spear sat laying across the bars behind him, not gripped in his hand but close enough to be ready at the first sign of trouble. 

The  second  guard  gave  a  start.  “Master  Maimonides?”  he said, the words coming out as a strangled cry. “What are you doing down here, sir?” 

“On  an  errand  of  sorts,  I’m  afraid,”  the  gnome  said.  Unlike Jolenta  and  Vodalus,  he  didn’t  need  to  act.  He  was  winded  and frustrated as well. Despite Jolenta’s promises not to damage them, she’d  kicked  his  shins  several  times.  “I  need  to  put  this  young woman in the cells, gentlemen. At least until things blow over up top. 

I’m afraid she’s in some considerable danger.” 

“I am  not!”  Jolenta  howled,  clawing  at  the  front  of  Vodalus’s fine  robes.  “Those  students  knew  exactly  what  they  were  doing! 

Greedy,  vicious  fools!  Attacking  a  defenseless  young  woman because they didn’t like how their bets worked out!” 

The  first  guard  stepped  forward,  his  nostrils  flaring.  “By  the Archon,  she  smells  like  a  whole  distillery!”  he  groaned,  waving  a hand in front of his face. “How much did the girl drink?” 

“By the way she’s slurring her words, quite a lot,” the second guard said, chuckling and shaking her head. “We’ll not put her down here, Master Maimonides. We’d have to spend all morning cleaning her cell.” 

The  gnome  made  a  pained  face,  as  if  he  understood  the guard’s hesitation completely but was honor-bound to keep pushing. 

“Listen, gentlemen, this is for her own safety. You’ve heard about the betting on Alec Diamondspear and Alison Raleigh, for top student in combat magic?” 

“Who hasn’t?” the second guard grunted. “Laid a few coppers on Uriel’s boy myself.” 

“That one’s going places,” the first guard agreed. 

Alec  pulled  the  Bloodcloak  around  himself  tighter.  You have no idea. 

“There  is  a  rather  large  crowd  on  the  Academy  green  right now,  looking  for  this  young  woman,”  the  gnome  lied.  Alec  was impressed  with  the  ease  with  which  the  lie  came  to  Maimonides’s lips. “As Alison Raleigh is currently locked away in this dungeon, the status of all those bets are in flux. Quite a lot of money is up in the air,  and  our  poor  Jolenta  appears  to  be  at  the  center  of  it  all.”  He turned  his  most  winning  smile  on  the  guards.  “I  must  ask  you  to admit the poor dear. For her own safety.” 

As Jolenta slurred more curses at the guards, Alec threw the Bloodcloak  over  his  head  and  concentrated.  The  world  shivered around him, growing dim and insubstantial beyond the rich crimson fabric  of  his  cape.  The  conversation  involving  the  guards  and Maimonides  faded  away  as  if  Alec  were  on  a  fast-moving  train heading  in  the  opposite  direction—then  snapped  back  into  focus, now coming from somewhere  behind  Alec’s head. 

When he dropped the cloak around his shoulders, he found himself  on  the  opposite  side  of  the  bars,  staring  at  the  guard’s armored backs. 

Jolenta’s eyes widened to see him, and the girl nodded with her chin for him to get out of sight. Maimonides’s arguing took on a whole  new  pitch  and  tenor  as  the  gnome  focused  the  men’s attention,  trying  to  make  sure  they  didn’t  idly  turn  around  and  see him. 

Alec wasn’t about to waste this chance. He hurried down the hallway, moving on tiptoe as the arguing of the guards faded behind him. Once he rounded the corner, he let out a sigh, the adrenaline in his blood crashing like a wave across a beach. He’d made it. 

A  narrow  lane  opened  before  him,  with  cells  on  either  side. 

The  jail  beneath  the  Academy  had  clearly  been  built  during  a different era, when lawlessness was the norm and the kingdoms had not yet established order throughout the realms. Alec couldn’t even imagine needing all these cells. Most of them lay dusty and unused, collecting  cobwebs  in  the  corner  or  playing  host  to  a  coterie  of spiders and rats. 

Only one cell was lit at this late hour; the one furthest to the back  of  the  narrow  block.  Alec  made  his  way  there  quickly  and quietly, his heart pounding in his chest like a kettle drum. There was only one person who could be in that single, illuminated cell—Alison Raleigh,  under  lock  and  key.  Held  prisoner  by  Dean  Wolfe,  in preparation to be transported to the Arcane Prisons at dawn. 

The girl who knew his deepest, darkest secret. 

For  a  moment,  Maimonides’s  words  recurred  in  his  head.  I suppose you won’t consent for me to kill the girl.  The words sizzled in  the  back  of  his  skull,  the  way  the  Bloodcloak  sometimes whispered to him in the midst of battle. For a brief moment, Alec felt his  resolve  weaken.  Eliminating  Alison  Raleigh  would  be  such  an elegant  solution  to  his  problems.  Dead  men—and  women—told  no tales, and Alison’s death would immediately be ruled as a suicide by a  rebel  who  didn’t  want  her  secrets  to  be  known  by  the establishment.  Weren’t  agents  like  her  always  supposed  to  have  a poison pill hidden in one of their molars, or something like that? 

Alec  recoiled  in  horror,  feeling  disgusted  with  himself.  How could he even think such a thing? Killing in cold blood was against everything  he’d  ever  been  taught—it  stood  in  contravention  of  the teaching of the Archon, himself. He shook his head, dismissing the thought as provoked by exhaustion, and stepped in front of the bars of the occupied cell. 

It  wasn’t  much  to  speak  of—just  a  narrow  cot  and  a  privy, with  a  bare  stone  floor.  Alison  Raleigh  sat  cross-legged  on  what passed  for  a  bed,  her  eyes  closed  and  her  head  against  the  cold wall.  She  hummed  gently  to  herself,  some  melody  that  sounded almost like a lullaby. Like something she’d heard as a girl. 

Alec  reached  out  and  rattled  one  of  the  bars.  Alison’s  eyes opened,  though  the  shocked  reaction  he’d  expected  failed  to materialize on the rebel’s face. Instead, she yawned and stretched, flexing her toes and fingers against the chill of the cells. 

“It’s  you,”  Alison  said,  getting  to  her  feet  with  a  groan.  She pressed  a  hand  to  her  lower  back  from  the  discomfort  of  the  hard

bed. “Come to break me out, then?” 

“You  don’t  look  surprised,”  Alec  said,  a  strange disappointment filling his chest. “You actually look like you expected me to be here.” 

Alison  cocked  a  blonde  eyebrow,  a  knowing  smirk  on  her beautiful face. “Not terribly hard for someone like you to get past the guards,”  she  said,  stepping  up  to  the  bars.  “You  know—someone who  can  cast  spells  without  needing  one  of  the  Archon’s grimoires…” 

Alec swallowed hard. No matter how many times he heard it, his greatest secret on the lips of a stranger never failed to make the hair stand up on the back of his neck. 

Dean Wolfe had told him one thing during their meeting. Now, he needed to hear the truth from Alison’s lips. 

Bracing himself, he asked, “Did you tell the Dean?” 

Alison Raleigh cocked an eyebrow. “Of course not. I wouldn’t be caught dead giving information to a traitor like Jonas Wolfe.” 

“Funny  for  you  to  call  someone   else   a  traitor,”  Alec  spat, unable  to  stop  himself.  “You  almost  framed  me  for  murder,  Alison. 

You could have killed Rawiri Igneous—not to mention me.” 

“I couldn’t have killed you,” Alison said, resting her arms on the  bars.  “If  anything,  you’re   the  one  who  betrayed  me  and  my people. Hiding your true power from everyone, even your friends like Rawiri.  How  was  I  supposed  to  know  someone  with  the  gift  of  the Archon  himself  was  undercover  in  this  Academy,  just  waiting  to throw all my plans out of whack?” 

Alec  shook  his  head.  He  couldn’t  believe  the  words  coming out  of  Alison  Raleigh’s  mouth.  “And  you  want  me  to  free  you,”  he grumbled. 

A  different  sort  of  look  stole  over  the  blonde’s  face.  “Once they get me in the Arcane Prisons, I’ll never get out,” she said, her blue eyes filling with anxiety. “They’ll give me truth serum, and then I’ll tell them everything about you and your special powers, whether I

want  to  or  not.  Along  with  a  dozen  other  things  the  Inscribers entrusted me with.” 

The odd word stuck out in Alec’s ear. “Inscribers? Don’t you mean the New Plagiarists?” 

Alison  shook  her  head.  “That’s  what  monsters  like  Jonas Wolfe call us, sure. But we’re not the enemy—the noble houses are. 

They’re all in league with Chaos, to one extent or another. They’ve conspired for generations to keep the secrets of magic with their little group of aristocrats, hiding the powers that could change the world away  from  the  common  man  and  woman.  They  want  to  be  like Gods.” 

Her words bothered Alec. This wasn’t easy to deal with, and the  people  he  was  supposed  to  look  to  for  guidance—like  Dean Wolfe—only repeated things that made his skin crawl. 

“I  didn’t  come  here  to  argue  with  you,”  he  said,  pulling  a slender  rod  from  his  robes.  “I’m  here  to  break  you  out.  We’ve  got somewhere  safe  to  hide  you,  where  the  teachers  and  the  guards won’t be able to track you down with magic.” 

Alec extended the Diamondspear to its full length, the knife-like  tip  whistling  as  it  slid  across  the  hilt.  He  couldn’t  use  the Bloodcloak to break her out. This had to look like a regular escape. 

Using the cloak’s teleportation would possibly give him away as the one who aided Alison in her escape. 

He went to shatter the lock holding Alison in her cell, but the blonde put her hand over it, stopping him. 

“Hold  on,”  she  said,  looking  him  in  the  eye.  “What  safe place? You’re not getting me out of here?” 

“Don’t  worry  about  it,”  Alec  said,  misjudging  her  reluctance entirely.  “We’ve  got  it  all  worked  out.  Maimonides  brought  a  new Phantasmic  Projector  down  to  Poictesme,  one  the  teachers  don’t know about. You’ll be safe in there from magical scans—” 

“I  don’t   want   to  go  into  your  Phantasmic  Projector,”  Alison said thickly. “I want to return to my people.” 

Alec  shook  his  head.  “That’s  not  an  option  right  now.  The Academy’s ablaze with activity—there’s all sorts of new guards and mages running around the place. We need to keep you somewhere safe until the coast is clear.” A new possibility occurred to him. “If you could give me contact information for your people, I might be able to reach out to them and secure you passage out of the Academy once the furor dies down—” 

It was the wrong thing to say, and he knew it immediately. 

Alison  took  a  big  step  backward,  only  her  fingers  remaining on the bars of her cell. “Oh no,” she said, shaking her head. “If you think  I’m  just  going  to  fall  all  over  myself  and  tell  you  where  the Inscribers have their base, you’ve got another thing coming! I’m not going  to  be  the  first  one  of  my  people  to  break  and  hand  over  our secrets to Dean Wolfe!” 

“I’m  not  with  Dean  Wolfe,”  Alec  said,  getting  irritated  now. 

“Honestly,  why  do  you  have  it  out  for  that  man  in  particular?  Yes,  I know  he’s  something  of  an  ass  when  it  comes  to  the  common people, but he’s lived in a bubble of wealth and privilege all his life.” 

Alison’s eyes widened. “You mean you don’t know?” 

“Know what?” 

Her  gaze  narrowed.  “I’m  not  going  to  just   tell   you,”  she snapped. “There’s people who would kill for this kind of information.” 

Frustration  mounted  within  Alec.  Before  the  whispers  could start up in the back of his mind again, he decided to do something bold. 

“Fine then,” he said, giving vent to his feelings. “If you’re not going to cooperate with me, Alison, then I’ll just let the Arcane Prison have you.” 

The blonde rebel’s jaw dropped open. “You wouldn’t!” 

“Sure,  my  secret  will  be  out—but  by  the  time  the  Academy knows  anything,  I’ll  be  safely  back  on  the  Diamondspear  Estate.” 

Although it made his skin crawl, Alec allowed himself for a moment to  be  the  parody  of  a  stuffy,  elitist  aristocrat  that  Alison  thought  all

students at the Academy were. “I won’t lose out on anything but a bit of  my  education—whereas  you’ll  be  lucky  if  you  ever  see  the  sun again…” 

“Fine!”  Alison’s  fingers  clutched  the  bars  so  hard  her knuckles turned white. “I honestly thought you knew, anyway. Jonas Wolfe is an agent of Chaos.” 



Chapter 5







Alec stared at Alison Raleigh through the bars of her prison, unable  to  believe  his  ears.  Dean  Wolfe,  an  agent  of  Chaos?  In league  with  Baldir  Diamondspear  himself?  It  couldn’t  be  so.  Sure, he’d learned that the man was prejudiced, to be sure, but an enemy of mages everywhere? Alec couldn’t even consider it. 

“You’re  lying,”  he  said  flatly,  shaking  his  head.  “That’s  all you’ve done since you’ve come to the Academy, Alison. You’ve lied to all of us!” 

Alison  nodded,  as  if  she’d  expected  this.  “I  have,”  she admitted freely. “For my mission. But I’m  not  lying about this, Alec. I don’t know exactly which of the Academy’s instructors are in league with  the  forces  of  Chaos—but  Jonas  Wolfe  is  their  leader.  He’s absolutely at the top of the list.” 

Anger flared in Alec’s chest. In order to relieve a bit of it, he swung  the  Diamondspear  in  a  wide,  vertical  arc.  The  tip  of  the weapon  slashed  through  the  lock  holding  Alison’s  door  closed, snapping the restraint neatly in two. The pieces fell to the stone floor with a clatter, and Alison reached through the bars and opened her own cell door. 

“I’ll accept your offer,” Alison said, looking Alec up and down. 

“For  now. Take me to this projector of yours, and I’ll hide out there. 

But we’ve got to get me out of the Academy sooner, not later. Jonas and his ilk will stop at nothing to track me down once they realize I’m free.” 

Her words grew more unbelievable by the moment. “He’ll do that  because  you’re  a  traitor  to  the  kingdoms,  not  because  he’s  an agent  of  Chaos,”  Alec  said.  The  words  came  out  more  feeble  than he’d  intended,  almost  as  if  he  were  pleading.  Not  wanting  it  to  be

true. After all, hadn’t he learned some less than savory things about Dean Wolfe recently? 

“Believe  whatever  you  want,”  she  said  breezily,  stepping down the row of cells. “It’s not my job to change your mind, Alec. You can do that on your own time.” 

Maimonides had not stopped arguing with the guards by the time Alec and Alison reached the corner next to the front entrance of the  cells.  If  anything,  the  sounds  of  conversation  were  louder  than before—and Jolenta sounded even drunker, as if such a thing were possible.  The  gnome  was  in  the  middle  of  calmly  explaining  the penalties for negligence should something happen to Jolenta above ground,  while  the  two  guards  looked  at  each  other  as  if  they  were each trying to get the other to forcibly evict the whole group from the premises. 

Alec  grabbed  Alison  by  the  shoulder  before  she  could  turn the  corner.  “Wait,”  he  whispered,  keeping  his  voice  lower  than  was strictly necessary. “We can’t get through there. We need this.” 

He  held  out  the  Bloodcloak.  Alison  gave  it  an  approving glance,  then  stepped  neatly  into  the  space  between  the  crimson fabric  and  Alec’s  body.  The  nearness  of  her  curves  made  Alec acutely  aware  of  the  physicality  of  the  blonde’s  frame,  and  he  tried not to think of the blush rising to his cheeks. 

“Don’t say a word,” he whispered, tossing the cloak over his head. The fabric shut out the world around them, which was already beginning to fade. 

“I just want to say one quick thing,” Alison said. Her blue eyes blinked in the darkness as the sounds around them tapered off into silence. “Thank you for doing this, Alec. I know I treated you poorly—

I let the mission get in the way of our friendship. I know I’ve betrayed you,  Rawiri,  and  the  others.  I  just  hope  you  know  that  I  did  it  for  a good reason, and that I truly do feel sorry for it.” She glanced down at  the  space  between  her  feet.  “I’ve  felt  rotten  about  it  ever  since Maimonides’s tower, to tell you the truth…” 

When  it  came  to  other  people’s  lies,  Alec  had  a  strange power to sift what was a falsehood from what a person truly meant. 

He’d  never  been  able  to  figure  out  if  this  was  another  one  of  the Archon’s gifts, or just a skill he’d honed from long years among the monks of the Archon Temple. But it had guided him unfailingly so far, allowing him to spot the words of liars and frauds. 

Either  way,  he  realized  with  a  start  that  he  could  detect  no falsehood in Alison Raleigh’s declaration. The girl truly did feel bad for the way she’d treated Alec. Despite the circumstances, he felt his heart soften toward her somewhat. After all, the two of them had far more  in  common  than  any  other  students  of  the  Royal  Academy—

both were outsiders, not born to noble houses but pretending to be within the midst of the privileged elites. Alison didn’t know that about him—that he merely pretended to be a Diamondspear, and that Uriel was more of a godparent than the uncle he claimed to be in public. 

The world reformed itself around them, and Alec tossed back the hem of the Bloodcloak. They stood at the bottom of the stairwell leading back to the dining hall, well past the view of the two guards arguing  with  Maimonides  near  the  entrance  to  the  cells.  He  could see  the  gnome’s  shoulders  hunch  as  he  jumped  into  yet  another reason  to  allow  Jolenta  to  spend  a  night  behind  bars,  for  her  own safety. 

Alison stared at the trio, an unreadable emotion in her eyes. 

“These people really care about you,” she whispered, clinging tightly to  Alec.  “They’d  go  to  the  gates  of  the  underworld  for  you, Diamondspear. Do you have any idea how rare true friends are?” 

On that scale, Alec absolutely did. Shrugging Alison off him, he  rapped  twice  sharply  on  the  stone  wall  with  the  backs  of  his knuckles.  The  sound  reverberated  through  the  underground chamber, startling both the guards standing before the wall of bars. 

Maimonides  straightened  up  abruptly,  batting  his  hands against  his  pants  to  clear  them  of  dust.  “Well,  gentlemen,  you’ve made your point,” he said, abandoning his argument so swiftly that both of the guards stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “I’ll

just have to take this girl somewhere else tonight to keep her safe. 

Come along, Vodalus…” 

The trio swiftly retreated, Jolenta making her way under her own  power  this  time.  The  mood  was  jubilant  as  they  reached  the bottom of the stairs, both Jolenta and Vodalus giving Alec a little nod of  recognition  while  studiously  avoiding  the  blonde  pressed  against him. Together, they made their way up the stairs where Eleira waited. 

To  Alec’s  very  great  relief,  she  didn’t  say  anything  about  Alison hiding beneath the Bloodcloak—she just let them know no one had tried to enter the stairwell while they’d been gone. 

The walk to Poictesme was fraught with peril, in almost direct proportion  to  the  actual  danger.  The  halls  of  the  Academy  stood nearly  empty  at  this  late  hour,  with  even  the  most  party-hungry students having gone back to their beds—yet Alec couldn’t help but see  interlopers  around  every  corner,  lurking  in  each  shadow  they passed.  The  entire  Academy  simply  had  to  be  on  a  state  of  high alert,  even  with  Alison  Raleigh  captured.  Alison’s  revelations  about Dean  Wolfe  reverberated  along  the  inside  of  Alec’s  skull,  keeping him  from  focusing  as  the  group  cut  across  the  green  toward  the building housing Poictesme. 

They  kept  Alison  in  the  center,  partially  hidden  by  the Bloodcloak. The girl stumbled once or twice, bumping into Alec with a surety he found vaguely disturbing. They only ran into one or two students  on  their  way  down  to  the  lower  levels,  and  those  seemed more  interested  in  sharing  a  drink  with  Jolenta  or  Vodalus  than  in seeing who might be lurking under Alec Diamondspear’s finery. 

The  rest  of  the  journey  to  Poictesme  was  a  blur.  The  next thing  Alec  knew,  they  were  down  in  the  familiar  environs  of  the hidden lounge, with a roaring fire blazing in the hearth. The place felt remarkably  like  home—especially  after  the  draining  events  of  the night. Alec could have curled up on one of those couches and fallen right to sleep, if it weren’t still necessary to ensure Alison was safely hidden. 

“I won’t be able to see anything outside of the projector once you  put  me  in  there,”  Alison  was  busy  protesting.  “I’ll  be  a  sitting duck!” 

“We  will  keep  watch  over  you,”  Maimonides  said,  gesturing around  the  space.  “There’s  always  someone  down  here,  and  Alec and the others will make sure at least one of the group is here at all times as a guard. You must realize, girl, that the moment Dean Wolfe discovers you are outside of your cell, he’ll activate magical scanning devices.  They’ll  be  trying  to  trace  you  all  across  the  Academy grounds  and  in  the  nearby  forest.  This  is  the  only  place  you’ll  be safe.” 

Alison  looked  like  she  knew  that,  but  didn’t  like  it  one  bit. 

“Like I told Diamondspear,” she said, all haughtiness and grace, “I’ll stay here until the coast is clear, but then I need safe passage back to my people. I can’t stay here forever.” 

“Oh?” Maimonides’s gaze sharpened. “And where might your people be, young one? I could get in touch with them, perhaps.” 

Alison’s  gaze  narrowed.  “Alec  made  the  same  offer,”  she said, grinning like a shark. “I’ll tell you what I told him—not a chance. 

And  we  both  know  Dean  Wolfe  will  be  using  far,  far  worse  things than just scrying stones once he realizes an Inscriber has slipped his grasp.” 

Alec  didn’t  expect  the  change  that  came  over  the  gnome  at this  declaration.  A  strangely  guarded  expression  spread  over  the gnome’s face, as if he knew what Alison meant but also didn’t trust her  enough  to  let  her  know  that.  “Whatever  do  you  mean  by  that, girl?” he asked, trying and failing to sound sarcastic. 

Alison  put  her  hands  on  her  hips.  She  looked  around  the room, meeting Jolenta and Vodalus’s gazes in turn as she decided whether or not to make the truth more widely known. 

“Dean Wolfe is in league with the forces of Chaos,” she finally spat.  “Some  of  the  other  teachers,  too—I  don’t  know  exactly  who. 

But  it’s  a  bunch  of  them,  and  the  Dean  is  in  charge  of  the  whole thing.” 

Unlike Alec, neither Vodalus or Jolenta reacted with scorn or disbelief  to  this  news.  Jolenta,  in  fact,  looked  as  if  she’d  just  heard the  juiciest  piece  of  gossip  that  would  be  whispered  in  the  halls  of the Academy all year. 

“Our  own  Jonas  Wolfe,  a  mortal  enemy  of  the  kingdoms  of mages?” Jolenta purred, as if she’d just bitten down on a particular delicious morsel. “How would you know a thing like that?” 

“I  just  do,”  Alison  said,  standing  firm.  “His  proclivities  are known to the Inscribers.” 

“You   have   had  a  number  of  agents  infiltrate  the  school,” 

Maimonides said, sounding strangely flustered. “If this is true, Alison, then  it  changes  everything.  Proof  that  Dean  Wolfe  was  truly  an enemy of the crown would shatter this school—it could lead to war between kingdoms…” 

“Which is why I don’t believe it,” Alec countered, stepping into the  conversation.  “It  sounds  too  much  like  what  Alison  and  her people want.” 

Alec  looked  to  Eleira  for  support.  Of  everyone  there,  the  elf girl had by far the most conservative beliefs regarding magic. Surely, she’d  never  think  an  august  personage  like  the  Dean  could  be secretly part of the same group that counted Baldir Diamondspear as one of its members. 

Eleira  grimaced.  “If  this  really  is  true,  then  we  should  tell Uriel,” she said. “Archmage Diamondspear would be able to discern the  truth  one  way  or  another—we  should  make  these  accusations known to him!” 

Alison  snorted  and  rolled  her  eyes.  It  was  clear  from  her reaction that she thought Eleira hopelessly naive. “The noble houses all cover for each other,” she said. “They might squabble and bicker like  hens,  but  when  the  fox  shows  up  at  the  henhouse,  they  unite. 

They know it’s them against the common people—they’d never hang one of their own out to dry.” 

“Not  to  mention,”  Jolenta  added,  speaking  cautiously, 

“involving Uriel Diamondspear would be like shining a torch directly

on  the  Academy.  All  of  our  little  projects,  our  secret  adventures—

Uriel would shut those projects down. He’d also want to interrogate Alison directly, which would force her to give up that secret location she’s  clutching  to  her  chest  like  a  piece  of  driftwood  after  a shipwreck.” 

Alison  turned  to  Alec,  her  eyes  pleading.  “Please  don’t  tell Uriel,”  she  said.  “Maimonides  knowing  is  bad  enough—it’s  well known the Diamondspears are his patron.” 

“Excuse me!” Maimonides rose an inch or two taller, glaring at  Alison.  “I  am  Maimonides  the  Shadebringer,  young  lady!  Your pretty face does  not  give you the right to besmirch my honor!” 

“You, more than anybody, should know what it’s like,” Alison said, ignoring the gnome in favor of Alec. “You didn’t know growing up  that  you  could  do  magic,  could  you?  Uriel  Diamondspear  told everyone  that  you  were  raised  as  an  orphan  in  some  monastery—

among the common people, unlike the rest of the noble families that go to this Academy.” 

That  part  was  true,  yes.  Alec  hadn’t  known  he  could  do magic. He nodded. 

Alison looked gratified. “You know what it’s like to want to do magic but to be unable,” she said, trying her best to touch something deep  inside  of  him.  “To  watch  people  who  are  nowhere  near  as talented  or  as  powerful  as  you  think  they’re  better  than  you,  just because they had the right parents. You  know  that the world isn’t the way it’s meant to be, Alec. Magic isn’t the way it’s meant to be. It’s meant to be free!” 

“All  of  this  heretical  propaganda  is  really  getting  my  blood pumping,” Jolenta said, smiling at the newcomer. “But shouldn’t you really be getting inside your new home before the Dean scans you and decides we all should be expelled for the crime of aiding you?” 

Alison  glanced  back  at  the  Phantasmic  Projector,  her  eyes narrowing. “Fine,” she said, shaking her head. “But can you at least give me a book or something?” 

Jolenta and Vodalus gave her several. As Alison stepped to the  border  of  the  aura  surrounding  the  projector,  she  took  a  final glance backward and locked eyes with Alec. 

“You  know  I’m  right,”  Alison  whispered.  “In  your  heart,  you do. Watch out for Dean Wolfe—he doesn’t have your best interests at heart.” 

“I will,” Alec said, surprising himself. 

Alison  nodded.  Then  she  stepped  into  the  projector’s  aura and was gone. 

The device hummed, the aura fading. Maimonides walked to the  side  of  the  contraption,  flipping  open  a  screen  on  the  side.  It showed  a  room  with  high  columns,  filled  with  an  ankle-deep  roil  of constant  mist.  Alison  strode  into  the  center  of  the  chamber,  looked around, then sat down and began to read. 

“She’s  safe—for  now,”  the  gnome  said,  frowning  at  the screen.  “I  wish  she’d  been  willing  to  tell  us  where  her  people  are, however.  I  really   would   keep  that  knowledge  to  myself—I  have  no desire  to  tattle  to  the  Dean  about  her  people.  It  would  be  much easier to get her out of here if we knew where she wanted to go.” 

“I’ll work on it,” Alec said. 

With Alison sealed inside of the projector, his worries should have been fading—but instead, they only deepened. Alison Raleigh had made a lot of sense tonight. Too much, almost. Alec didn’t think she  was  right  about  everything—her  motives,  in  particular,  seemed rather  flimsy—but  if  she  was  right  about  Dean  Wolfe,  it  meant  the whole school was embroiled in a conspiracy. 

Most disturbing of all were the thoughts that came to Alec as he laid his head down on his cot, long after the group had disbanded and  left  Jolenta  as  a  guard  on  the  Phantasmic  Projector.  In  the darkness,  Alison’s  words  about  having  the  right  parents  came  to Alec again and again, echoing on the inside of his skull the way the Bloodcloak’s strange whispers sometimes did. 

He  hadn’t  thought  about  his  true  parents  in  some  time. 

Alison’s words made him wonder again who they might truly be. 

Who was he? And why did the Archon choose him? 

Chapter 6







For  several  days  after  the  discovery  of  Alison  Raleigh’s disappearance,  normal  classes  were  suspended  at  the  Academy. 

Dean Wolfe turned the entire school upside down, and Alec and his fellows were drafted into a manhunt to track down the ‘fugitive’ who’d somehow  managed  to  get  out  of  the  cells  beneath  the  dining  hall without  any  guards  noticing  a  thing.  She  was  classified  as  ‘armed and dangerous’, and everyone was enlisted in the hunt for her. 

To Alec, the whole thing felt like a sick joke. He knew where Alison was: he saw her at least once a day through the Phantasmic Projector’s  screen,  when  he  smuggled  food  and  more  books  into Poictesme.  As  it  turned  out,  Alison  had  an  insatiable  appetite  for both. Alec had never met a woman who read so much—although he supposed Alison didn’t have much to do, trapped within a prison of a very different sort. 

Alec, Eleira, and the rest of the students traipsed the woods all  hours  of  the  day,  in  the  company  of  guards  or  senior  teachers. 

None  of  the  students  took  the  hunt  terribly  seriously,  which  only inflamed Dean Wolfe’s irritation all the more. When the search was finally  called  off  four  days  later,  wanted  posters  of  Alison  Raleigh went  up  all  over  the  kingdoms,  promising  a  substantial  reward  for information leading to the capture of a ‘New Plagiarist’. 

That reward worried Alec. Enough so that he kept Poictesme as empty as possible, banning almost anyone not in the inner circle from entering the hidden lounge. Whenever someone did manage to make  their  way  into  the  drafty  chamber,  Jolenta  or  Vodalus  would immediately  throw  a  tapestry  or  shove  a  plant  in  front  of  the Phantasmic Projector, hiding it from prying eyes. 

Alec learned he could trust his friends, and that no amount of gold could tempt them to betray him. But the rest of the school could

talk of nothing else but the reward, and the things they’d buy with it if they caught Alison Raleigh snooping about the halls. 

Alec and Eleira were listening to a few students having that exact  conversation  as  they  made  their  way  down  the  hallway between  classes,  a  few  days  after  normal  studies  resumed  at  the Academy.  Things  had  quieted  down  somewhat,  although  Dean Wolfe’s  fervor  to  bring  the  escaped  former  student  to  justice  still showed  in  the  increased  number  of  guards  and  other  servants running around the Academy halls. 

“We’ve got Familiars And Their Care   up next,” Eleira said by way of conversation. The two of them walked arm in arm down the hall, Eleira having finally shed her reluctance to publicly display her affection before the student body. As Jolenta had told her, it wasn’t like everyone didn’t know anyway—she might as well make the two of them official to the newcomers roaming the halls. 

“Yeah,” Alec agreed, wiping his forehead with his free hand. 

“I’m looking forward to getting out in the sun for a change. This place feels  a  bit  more  like  a  prison  than  a  school,  with  all  these  guards around…” 

Both  of  them  quieted  down.  They  were  thinking  of  the  hunt for Alison Raleigh, of course—the student who was in a prison of her own,  down  in  their  hidden  hideaway.  It  was  Vodalus’s  turn  to  keep watch over the Phantasmic Projector, wasn’t it? Alec worried, despite himself,  that  one  day  they’d  leave  a  hole  in  Alison’s  security  detail. 

One that the rebel would slip right through. 

He  couldn’t  be  sure  which  would  be  worse—Alison  slipping away from the Academy without a trace, or her being caught in the halls and forced to name them as her accomplices. 

Eleira  seemed  worried  as  the  two  of  them  made  their  way down  a  side  corridor.  Here,  the  thick  flood  of  students  between classes slowed to a trickle, giving them space to speak more plainly. 

“Do  you  think  Olivia  is…  you  know,”  Eleira  whispered,  her face paling at the thought. “One of  them? ” 

 A  servant  of  Chaos,  she  means,  Alec  thought.  He  couldn’t blame Eleira for wondering. The thought had been at the forefront of his  mind  for  the  last  few  days  as  well.  He’d  even  caught  himself sneaking  surreptitious  glances  at  the  teachers  in  the  midst  of  their search, trying to note if any of them had a bit more zeal than usual for bringing Alison Raleigh to justice. 

“I don’t think so,” Alec said with a sigh. “She’s about the last person I’d suspect to be… one of them.” Even alone in the hallways, they felt reluctant to speak openly the true name of their suspicions. 

“I  was  just  thinking,”  Eleira  said,  swinging  her  satchel  from her  side  to  her  front.  It  pressed  against  her  pleated  skirt,  tugging  it against her thighs in a way that made her look even cuter than usual. 

“Doesn’t  that  just  make  her  look  like  an  even  more   likely   suspect? 

She’s  so  nice  all  the  time,  after  all—even  to  the  students  who  are bored in her class. About the only thing you could do to get her upset would be to mistreat a familiar.” 

Alec  thought  about  it.  “If  Olivia  Pawmaw  is  an  actress,”  he finally said, “she’s about the best one I’ve ever seen. And no amount of prodding would probably get her to give up her secrets, anyway.” 

The beginnings of tears shone in Eleira’s eyes. With a start, Alec  realized  his  girlfriend  had  been  thinking  about  this  even  more than he had. She cared  deeply  about the betrayal of teachers over their  students—and  the  thought  that  Olivia  Pawmaw,  her  favorite instructor,  could  be  a  servant  of  Chaos  sent  shockwaves  through her. 

“I’m  sure  she’s  not,”  Alec  assured  Eleira,  squeezing  her hand. “But it’s good to think of these things. We should start making a  list,  collecting  intelligence—if  you-know-who  actually  is  telling  the truth, that’s major news.” 

 You-know-who  was the group’s shared moniker for Alison. It wouldn’t  do  to  speak  her  name  aloud  in  the  hallways—there  were undoubtedly  wards  up  to  detect  things  of  that  nature  and  alert instructors.  Alec  felt  bad  for  any  other  students  at  the  Academy named Alison, or anything close enough to be misheard as the word. 

“That’s  exactly  what  I’ve  been  thinking,”  Eleira  confided, dropping her voice as they passed a clutch of students. “If it’s true, then  any  of  the  teachers  could  be  in  on  it.  Allied  with  Baldir Diamondspear and those monsters we saw in the House of Doors. 

Every time I walk into a classroom and a teacher greets me, it turns my  stomach  now.  Thinking  they  could  be  hiding  betrayal  in  their heart…” 

“We  need  proof,”  Alec  realized.  “One  way  or  another,  we need proof.” 

Eleira  nodded  firmly.  “We  make  a  list,”  she  said,  “like  you said.  We  put  it  up  on  Poictesme,  and  have  everyone  investigate.  If we get to the bottom of this, then we can let your uncle Uriel know what’s going on—” 

Eleira’s  words  were  cut  off  by  a  squeak  of  surprise.  They’d just rounded a corner leading to a much wider thoroughfare, one that emptied out in the side of the Academy grounds where Olivia’s new enclosure for Familiars was being built. 

Standing  in  the  center  of  the  hallway,  glaring  down  at  Alec, was Brutus. The school’s combat instructor. 

“Diamondspear,” the man said, blowing his mustache against his nostrils. 

If  Alec  had  been  forced  to  compile  a  list  of  the  teachers  he thought most likely to be in league with Dean Wolfe and the forces of Chaos, Brutus’s name would have been near the top. No one could accuse  the  man  of  slacking  off  in  the  hunt  for  Alison  Raleigh.  He’d kept  up  the  search  all  day  and  night,  combing  the  woods  when others  succumbed  to  exhaustion  or  begged  off  to  rest.  Without Alison’s  accusation,  Alec  would  have  just  thought  the  old  teacher more concerned than most about a missing student’s wellbeing. 

Now, however, he was forced to wonder. 

“Instructor  Brutus,”  Eleira  said,  nodding  respectfully.  “We were just heading to our next class—” 

“I  know  what  you  were  doing,”  Brutus  said,  in  a  tone  like icicles  falling  from  the  eaves  of  a  porch.  “I  need  to  speak  to  Alec

Diamondspear. Alone.” 

Eleira turned a worried glance onto Alec, her hand squeezing his.  Had  Brutus  heard  what  they  were  talking  about?  Did  he  know they  were  on  the  hunt  for  Chaos-aligned  instructors  within  the  very Academy walls? 

“We  really  need  to  report  to  class,”  Eleira  tried,  flashing  the sort of smile that melted the hearts of less strident teachers. “We’ve been  late  several  times  since  classes  started  back  up,  and  Olivia’s said if we’re not punctual from now on, we’ll get written up!” 

Brutus  scoffed.  “Olivia  Pawmaw,  a  stickler  for  attendance? 

Now that’s the most audacious lie you’ve ever told, girl.” 

Eleira’s  cheeks  flushed  as  red  and  ruddy  as  apples.  “It’s  nnot a lie,” she said, stammering and just as clearly hating herself for stammering. “It’s important—” 

“Then  you  go,”  Brutus  said  in  a  less  harsh  tone.  “Let  Olivia know I needed one of her students for a bit at the beginning of class. 

That  way,  young  Diamondspear  won’t  be  in  any  trouble.  And  you won’t be late. Agreed?” 

He’d caught Eleira in a trap, and she knew it. Reluctantly, the girl nodded, then let go of Alec’s hand. 

“I’ll be outside,” she said, glaring up at Brutus like a threat. ‘ If he disappears, people will know immediately’  is what she was really saying. 

That didn’t cheer Alec, however. Brutus put his hand on the younger  man’s  shoulder,  effortlessly  steering  him  away  from  Eleira and the other students. 

“This  way,  Diamondspear,”  Brutus  said  gruffly,  leading  him down the hallway. 

Eleira watched him go, then hustled off double-time out of the building. To let Olivia  and  Maimonides know what was happening, no doubt.  Not  that  that  would  help  Alec,  if  Brutus  was  an  agent  of Chaos. 

Or perhaps, as Alec was led down a winding, narrow corridor and into the bowels of the main lecture hall, Brutus wasn’t an agent of Chaos but simply a very dutiful instructor? If he’d been listening in on their conversation, then he might have easily pieced together who you-know-who  really was. That meant he knew Alec and his friends had instituted a jailbreak. Getting Alec alone was the easiest way to find out where he’d stashed Alison Raleigh—a process Brutus would stop at nothing to complete. 

Alec swallowed hard as Brutus showed him their destination: an old storage room near the basement. From the dim recesses of Alec’s  memory,  he  remembered  it  being  a  repository  for  extra physical training equipment. As Brutus opened the door, he saw the place had been recently cleaned out. 

“Right in here,” Brutus said, hustling Alec in and shutting the door behind him. They were alone, far beneath the school, where no one could hear them. 

Alec  tried  to  control  his  rapid  heartbeat  as  he  stared  Brutus down.  The  instructor  stood  between  him  and  the  doorway  like  a sentinel,  and  Alec  wondered  if  he  could  get  the  man  to  move  long enough to escape. Perhaps a spell would shove him out of the way. 

Brutus stared down into Alec’s eyes, his face hard and cold. 

“This  school  is  a  good  school,”  the  instructor  began.  “With good teachers—some of the best in the magical world.” 

Alec  felt  his  gorge  beginning  to  rise.  Was  this  it?  Had  he been found out? 

“And yet,” Brutus said, sighing as he stepped away from the door, “even  they  don’t understand how the world really works.” 

The instructor paced the length of the room, something in his demeanor  lessened.  Alec’s  worries  began  to  fade—in  fact,  they’d already begun to seem a little silly. He wasn’t sure what Brutus was playing at, but he certainly didn’t  sound  like a villain from Chaos. 

“They  live  in  an  ivory  tower,”  Brutus  explained,  turning  back on  his  heel  toward  Alec.  “Literally,  in  most  cases.  You  know  how many of the instructors in this school have ever seen actual magical

combat, Diamondspear? I don’t mean dueling, by the way. I’m talking first-hand, in the muck, man versus man for your very life fighting.” 

“I… don’t really know, instructor,” Alec admitted. 

“Not enough,” Brutus pronounced, blowing out his mustaches once again. 

“Instructor,”  Alec  said,  holding  up  his  hands,  “I  don’t  know what you heard out there—” 

“You’re a Diamondspear,” Brutus said, cutting him off with a finger on his chest. “That means you’re different, son. Whether you want to be or not. The Diamondspear clan is an elite warrior lineage. 

Now  I’ve   seen   you  fight,  and  I  know  first-hand  that  you’re  pretty good.  In  a  duel,  or  a  carefully  controlled  classroom.  Duels  and lessons are fine, but the  real  teaching  happens  on  the  battlefield—

and  most  mages  have  no  idea  what  actual  combat  is  like.  If  you’re going  to  make  it  through  the  changes  that  are  coming,  son,  you’re going to have to learn how to fight like a real mage—not like one of those 

ivory 

tower

nitwits.” 



Relief flooded Alec. He’d almost forgotten that he agreed to let Brutus give him private lessons in magical combat. 

“You’re  double  special,” Brutus continued, “because you can do things even  I  can’t do. That spell book you carry around with you from class to class is normally a student’s prize possession—for you, it’s little more than a paperweight. You won’t need it in here anyway,” 

he  added,  gesturing  at  a  small  table  in  the  corner.  “Go  on  and  set your things aside, lad.” 

Alec did so, feeling better by the moment. 

“These are my lessons, then, instructor?” he asked. 

Brutus let out a guffaw, as if Alec had made a joke. “Your  real lessons will happen when you’re forced to fight for your life,” he said. 

“Haven’t you heard anything I said?” 

“I’ve  been  in  some  pretty  tough  fights,”  Alec  countered, feeling his hackles rise a bit at Brutus’s teasing. “I made it out of the House  of  Doors  when  Eleira  got  lost  there,  for  one  thing.  And  I stopped Abraxas from destroying the Academy!” 

Brutus waved a hand. “All heroic exploits,” he conceded, in a way  that  conceded  nothing  at  all.  “And  all  examples  of  times  when you  had  help.  You’ve  never  truly  been  tested  one-on-one, Diamondspear. Not against the sorts of things your uncle faces.” 

Alec had to check himself quickly. He’d almost said that Uriel wasn’t  truly  his  uncle—and  that  was  the  one  great  secret  about himself that Brutus hadn’t figured out just yet. He was in no hurry to confess it to the man—especially when there were hidden agents of Chaos hiding out within the Academy. 

Alec nodded. Strangely, he felt excited to begin. He’d always dreamed of being a mage, to be sure, but his second choice for as long as he’d been a ward of the Archon Temple had been joining the King’s  Expeditionary  Forces,  to  gain  honor  and  glory  on  the battlefield. Brutus’s words stirred Alec’s blood as a result, made him feel  like  he  could  hear  the  drum  beats  of  a  marching  army  racing through his veins. 

“I’m  honored  to  be  learning  from  you,  instructor,”  Alec  said, bowing his head. “Where will we begin?” 

Brutus looked Alec up and down, then gave a brisk nod and spread his arms. “Attack me,” he said simply. 

Alec felt his eyebrows touch his hairline. “Just like that?” 

“What, you think it’ll be easy?” Brutus chuckled. “You truly are a Diamondspear, Alec—overconfident to a fault. With the arrogance to match. Remind me to tell you some stories about your uncle some time. But first…” He spread his arms again, nodding at him. “Come on then. Attack me, Diamondspear!” 

Alec  reached  into  his  robes  and  extended  his  baton.  The edge was sharp enough to kill, as he’d learned countless times. If he truly  hurt  Brutus  here—killed  him,  even,  or  wounded  him  severely enough to land the instructor in the infirmary—he could be in major

trouble.  Especially  with  the  increased  wariness  surrounding  Alison Raleigh’s disappearance. 

But Brutus had said to attack. So Alec squared his shoulders, tossed the Bloodcloak to the side, and charged. 

Brutus didn’t move a muscle as Alec raced across the room, the Diamondspear held high in both hands like a bayonet. He put the force  of  his  entire  body  into  the  swing,  stabbing  forward  like  a fisherman trying to break through the brow of a killer whale. It was a strike that would have impaled Brutus, killed him where he stood. 

But Brutus was no longer there. 

Alec  couldn’t  believe  his  eyes.  Brutus  moved  like  smoke, sliding to the side of Alec’s strike without so much as a single twitch. 

In  all  his  time  wielding  the  Diamondspear,  Alec  had  never  had  an opponent simply shrug off one of its attacks like that before. Brutus acted as if Alec were moving in slow motion—like it was the easiest thing in the world to dodge his stab. 

A  stinging  slap  hit  Alec  in  the  side  of  the  face.  Brutus  had come up alongside him, hitting him with an open palm as he moved to the rear of the chamber, standing between himself and the door. 

“Again, Diamondspear,” Brutus said, with more energy in his voice this time. “Hit me!” 

 By  the  Archon,  is  he  enjoying  this?  Alec  wondered.  He decided Brutus was. 

This  time,  Alec  threw  a  bit  more  finesse  into  his  attack.  He dodged  to  one  side,  trying  to  make  Brutus   think   he  was  aiming another horizontal stab at the man’s side. But instead, as quick as a serpent, he shifted the Diamondspear from a two-handed grip into a single one, sending it swinging over his head the way foundlings at the Archon Temple did with blunt spears. It was a move straight from his childhood, only with the power of adulthood behind it. 

The knife edge of the spear slammed into the ground, kicking up  sparks.  It  hit  the  spot  where  Brutus  had  been  standing  just  a moment ago—but the man was no longer there. Instead—

A knee hit Alec in the chest. Brutus checked him effortlessly, not even moving his upper body in the slightest. Alec had begun to feel like he was fighting a phantom. 

“Your  tells  are  obvious  and  your  fakeouts  are  too  slow,” 

Brutus pronounced. “One more time, Diamondspear. Really put your back into it! Don’t hold back!” 

 I’m not,  Alec thought, gritting his teeth. 

Alec charged forward, reaching into himself for every ounce of energy he could muster. This time, he told himself, he had a few tricks up his sleeve that he hadn’t shown before. He’d discarded the Bloodcloak along with the satchel containing his books and papers—

but he hadn’t relinquished the Shield Ring. It glittered on his finger, dangerous and powerful. 

Alec  brought  the  Diamondspear  in  a  slow,  almost  lazy sideways sweep. Brutus stepped to the side, scoffing as he did so, more  gruff  words  about  Alec’s  form  already  about  to  spill  from  his lips. 

At  the  last  moment,  Alec  tossed  the  Diamondspear  away, bringing his other arm up into a fist. Overlapping plates of glowing, spectral  armor  appeared  over  his  knuckles  as  the  Shield  Ring’s mystical  gauntlet  formed  over  his  hand.  He  swung  at  Brutus’s  face like a youth on the playground, going for a sucker punch to take the instructor down. 

Brutus backed away just enough to escape the Shield Ring’s range.  Alec  swung  again,  then  again,  each  time  missing  the instructor  by  mere  inches.  But  Brutus  had  to  back  up  with  each punch. The instructor backed up again and again, until his shoulder blades hit the wall. 

Almost blinded by rage, Alec swung. 

At the last instant, Brutus dropped like a stone, sliding down the  wall  as  Alec  punched  a  huge  hole  in  the  space  where  Brutus’s head had been. The instructor landed on his haunches in a crouch, then sprang forward and grabbed Alec around his midsection. Alec

went  sprawling  backward,  landing  on  his  rear  in  a  pile  near  the center of the room. 

Brutus  loomed  over  him,  more  than  capable  of  dishing  out any  punishment  he  wanted  for  this  infraction.  Instead,  he  searched Alec’s eyes. 

“Cheeky trick, Diamondspear,” the man said, glancing over at the discarded spear. “What do you have to say for yourself?” 

Alec’s  guts  twisted.  “I’m  sorry,  instructor,”  he  panted,  trying his  best  to  break  out  of  Brutus’s  grip.  “That  wasn’t  very  sporting  of me. It was dishonorable.” 

Brutus  shot  off  him.  “Honor?  Hell!”  The  man  laughed  loud and long, sounding almost pleased. “You’ve learned a lesson that it takes  good  men  months  to  understand,  sometimes.  The  first casualty  on  any  battlefield  is  honor—when  life  and  death  are  at stake,  the  normal  rules  do  not  apply.  I  want  to  repeat  that  for  you, Diamondspear: the  rules do not apply.  Little tricks like that one with your  special  ring?  If  you’re  alive  at  the  end  of  combat  and  your enemy isn’t, you’ve done a good job.” 

Alec  sputtered.  “But…  But  what  I  did  is  evil,”  he  protested, staring down at the Shield Ring. “Instructor, I was trying to  kill  you—” 

“Good!” Brutus clapped him on the back. “Do you think your opponents in the future will be waiting to say ‘oh, good show!’ or ‘you did nicely with that one, chum!’ on the battlefield? Or are they going to be fighting for their very lives, the way you will be?” 

Brutus’s words began to make sense. “I… I think I know what you mean, instructor.” 

“Your  head  doesn’t,”  Brutus  said.  “But  your  heart, Diamondspear—your  heart  most  certainly  does.  I  should  have known that, seeing as you’re related to old Uriel.” 

A stab of guilt filled Alec. 

“Mages  can  shape  all  sorts  of  energy,”  Brutus  continued, slipping into the tone he used when he was delivering a lecture. “But outside of a few exceptions—meaning mainly myself and your uncle

—they  can’t  use  them  properly.  They  hold  back  on  the  battlefield, they pull their punches when delivering deadly spells. Do you know why that is, Diamondspear?” 

Alec  thought  it  over.  “Because…  they’re  inexperienced?”  he guessed. He thought it was a pretty good guess. 

“That’s a part of it,” Brutus conceded, rubbing his chin. “But the truth is this: they don’t have a mind for bloodshed. They’re soft, Diamondspear. If you want to truly master the ways of war, you have to  learn  to  let  go.  To  temporarily  suspend  your  honor  and  your morality in favor of protecting yourself and the ones you love. And for Archon’s  sake, learn how to turn it back on when the fighting’s over. 

You understand me?” 

Alec  thought  about  the  battle  rage  that  overcame  him sometimes  when  he  fought  with  the  Diamondspear.  How  it sharpened  his  senses  and  his  killing  power,  making  him  feel  like  a literal  God  in  the  middle  of  a  melee.  How  that  feeling  became  the sweetest  thing  in  the  world,  until  the  end  of  a  battle  filled  him  with disappointment instead of victory. 

Oh yes. He understood. 

“Good,” Brutus said, seeing the answer in his eyes. 

Then  the  instructor  sprang  forward,  a  knife  clenched  in  his fist. 

Alec had no time to react. Brutus attacked, bringing the blade forward in a punch that was almost the mirror of what Alec had done with  the  Shield  Ring  while  they  were  sparring.  No,  not   sparring—

fighting for their lives. 

The blade stopped an inch from Alec’s throat, hanging there. 

“If  this  were  a  real  fight,  you’d  be  dead,  Diamondspear,” 

Brutus said with a grim smile. He tucked the knife away, the weapon disappearing  so  smoothly  he  could  have  brought  it  into  the classroom without anyone being the wiser. “Your friends would have no  one  to  protect  them.  Remember  that,  the  next  time  you  think about honor and dignity on the battlefield.” 

After  that,  Brutus  had  him  go  through  some  more conventional  drills.  He  had  Alec  absorb  different  elements,  then shape them into the rudiments of offensive spells. Alec pulled all of the elements into himself, rather than store them in the crystals at his belt—he wasn’t quite sure he wanted Brutus to know about that little stockpile just yet. Like the Shield Ring, it too was a potential future dirty trick. One he didn’t want to waste. 

By the end of practice, Alec felt like a rag that had been used to  mop  up  the  kitchens  then  wrung  out  to  dry.  Alec  pulled  out  a timepiece and realized with a start that only  half  of Olivia Pawmaw’s class had elapsed so far. It felt like hours since he’d stepped into this practice room with Brutus. 

“That’s enough for now,” the instructor said, giving Alec a nod of approval. “You’re doing well, lad. I think we just might make a true mage killer out of you yet. But remember what I said.” 

His  hand  came  down  on  Alec’s  shoulder,  and  there  was  a kindness  in  his  face  like  nothing  Alec  had  ever  seen  from  the  man before. 

“You  have  to  know  how  to  turn  it  off,”  he  said,  his  eyes growing misty as if reliving past memories. “Otherwise, you’ll be no better than the beasts you fight. There’s comfort in making a beast of yourself,  aye,  and  oblivion  besides.  But  if  you  allow  yourself  to  do that,  then  you  truly   will   have  forgotten  your  honor.”  Brutus  shook himself,  snapping  out  of  his  reverie.  “Alright,  Diamondspear.  Go  to class. I won’t have your girlfriend walking around worried sick about you.” 

After they made an agreement to meet there again, Alec left the practice room. The walk back to Olivia’s was a long one, and he had  much  to  think  about  the  whole  way  there.  About  honor,  about battle, about protecting the ones closest to him. 

But more than that, about Brutus. He could have killed Alec in that room. His knife lay so close to Alec’s neck that a playing card could not have fit between the blade and his throat. So the idea that, 

after all that, Brutus could be an agent of Chaos felt almost absurd. 

But there was a hidden darkness in the man, of that Alec was sure. 

 An Agent of Chaos wouldn’t train me to be stronger, though, he reasoned, stepping out into the sunshine.  So something different is going on with Brutus. I wonder if I’ll ever find out. Will he tell me? 

All good questions: for another time. For the moment, he was late enough for class. Olivia Pawmaw awaited. 

Hopefully  his  Familiar  training  would  be  less  stressful  than the rest of the day. 

Chapter 7







The enclosure the Royal Academy used to house its familiars hadn’t been  fully  destroyed in the battle that took place in the sky the night  Alison  Raleigh  escaped—but  under  the  circumstances,  the school  faculty  had  thought  it  prudent  to  move  the  remaining creatures. They’d set up shop at the top of a hill on the far side of the Academy  grounds—away  from  the  forest  which  Olivia  loved  so much, but at a much higher elevation. The benefits of setting up the enclosure  in  such  a  place,  the  faculty  had  reasoned,  was  that  no sneak  attacks  could  ever  come  to  or  from  such  a  building  without being witnessed by the Academy’s guards. 

As a side-effect, the walk to Olivia’s class was pure torture. It wasn’t uphill both ways, but as his thighs burned as he made his way up the steep incline, Alec told himself that it might as well have been. 

Small surprise that most students in the class rode their familiars this last  bit  of  the  way  up.  Eleira  had  likely  flown  on  Firemane,  though Trystara  would  have  only  laughed  if  Alec  had  suggested  riding  on her shoulders or being carried up the hill in her claws. Alec’s familiar could be a  remarkably  selfless creature when danger was afoot, but in a casual setting, she relished her independence. 

As  Alec  reached  the  crest  of  the  hill,  he  saw  drills  were already in full swing. The building at the summit had been designed to be as close to a copy of Olivia’s old barn as possible, although the walls  were  only  half-built  along  with  the  stalls  to  house  different familiars.  A  dozen  or  so  students  stood  outside  of  it,  with  lanes drawn  in  chalk  to  keep  them  properly  separated  as  they  took  their familiars through ducks, dives, and elemental attacks. 

Alec  smiled  to  see  it.  This  wasn’t  the  class  where  his  heart lay—that would be combat magic—but there was something special

about entering Olivia Pawmaw’s classroom. It felt like coming home to a roaring fire and a hot meal after a long day. 

Standing  on  top  of  the  half-completed  barn  like  a  gargoyle was Alec’s familiar, Trystara. The pale demoness had a clawed hand over  her  eyes,  shielding  them  against  the  sun  as  she  scanned  the horizon.  Eleira  must  have  told  her  what  happened  to  me,  Alec realized.  She’s worried—she’s looking for any sign that I’m alright. 

As the demoness caught sight of Alec, she took a flying leap off the side of the barn. Not many familiars could handle a dive with as much style and grace as Trystara. She nearly touched the ground with her tail, soaring across the yard with a yell and a great beating of her black, scaly wings. The first time he’d met Trystara, he’d found her  appearance  to  be  as  dangerous  as  it  was  beautiful.  Now  she was just beautiful. She was just about the best friend he had. 

“There  you  are!”  Trystara  said,  colliding  with  Alec  and embracing him. “I was going to give it five more minutes, then I was going  to  break  my  way  into  the  faculty  building  and  start  throwing punches  until  someone  gave  you  back  to  me.  What  the  hell  did Brutus want? Is he part of the you-know-what?” 

Of  course,  Alec  had  told  Trystara  all  about  Alison  and  her accusations. Hiding something from his familiar would have felt like hiding something from  himself—and looked just as absurd. 

“No,  he’s  not,”  Alec  replied.  “At  least,  I  don’t  think  he  is, anyway. It’s those lessons we were talking about.” 

“Ah,”  Trystara  said  cannily,  rubbing  her  chin  with  a  black-nailed claw. “How’d those go?” 

“I’m pretty sore,” Alec admitted. “Brutus is a lot stronger than he looks.” 

“Good to know, just in case,” Trystara said, making a gesture like  she  was  tucking  a  piece  of  paper  in  a  pocket.  She  didn’t   have pockets, of course—in fact, she had very little clothing to speak of. 

Every  now  and  then,  a  particularly  conservative  teacher  would demand  that  Trystara  cover  herself  up  more,  and  the  demoness would  effortlessly  remind  the  faculty  by  toying  with  her  fangs  and

sharpening  her  claws  that  she  could  eat  half  of  them  for  breakfast. 

Trystara didn’t seem to notice the stares she occasionally received. 

Alec had begun to think that she simply wasn’t attracted physically to humans. Perhaps he’d need to find her a demon one of these days, if she ever wanted to start a family of her own. 

“So I’ve been thinking,” Trystara said, which was never good. 

“About  your friend. ” Ever since finding out about Alison Raleigh and her  hiding  place,  that  was  how  Trystara  referred  to  the  girl:  ‘your friend’. 

“What  about  her?”  Alec  asked,  crossing  over  toward  the practice yard. 

“All that stuff she told you about the teachers,” Trystara said, following  next  to  him.  “It’s  pretty  serious.  Some  real  heavy-duty accusations.  I  think  I  might  have  a  way  to  prove  whether  or  not they’re true.” 

“Really!?” Alec felt his interest piqued. The question of how to determine  whether  or  not  Dean  Wolfe  really  was  in  league  with Chaos had been on the minds of everyone in his group, ever since classes had resumed. They had the free time to investigate, now that they weren’t busy combing the woods for Alison Raleigh. They just needed a lead. 

But  before  Trystara  could  elaborate,  the  instructor  spotted Alec. 

“Diamondspear!” That was Olivia Pawmaw, who’d been busy attaching  a  feed  bag  to  a  unicorn  as  she  supervised  the  students. 

Like most of her classes, only about half of the students were doing anything like real work. For every pupil pushing their familiar through drills,  there  was  one  doing  it  lackadaisically—and  for  every  one  of those,  there was a student sitting to the side gossiping or snacking, doing nothing at all. To Alec’s very great surprise, Eleira was among this last group. 

“Hi Olivia,” Alec said, walking around the back of the practice field so as not to disturb anyone drilling. “Eleira tell you about me?” 

The  Academy’s  Familiar  instructor  was  what  most  people would call a  handsome  woman  rather  than  a  beautiful  one,  but  her rough  and  tumble  charm  and  direct  manner  made  her  more attractive to students than any noble-born magical savant. Her skin was deeply tanned from long days spent out with familiars, and her clothes were simple and smelled like the creatures she tended. She gave  Alec  a  high  five  and  a  hug  as  he  drew  closer,  happy  that  he was alright. 

“She said Brutus grabbed you in the hallway for something,” 

Olivia said. “Doesn’t have anything to do with the stuff you don’t want me to tell anyone about, now does it?” 

Unlike pretty much everyone else at the Academy, Olivia  also knew Alec’s secret ability to cast spells without grimoires. But unlike everyone else, Alec hadn’t had to tell her. She might have pretended to be a country bumpkin, but Olivia possessed a shrewd mind and a keen intellect. Anyone who underestimated her did so at their peril. 

“It’s  all  okay,”  he  assured  Olivia.  “What’s  going  on  with Eleira? She’s not drilling?” 

A strange smile spread across Olivia’s face. “I was just about to talk to her about that. Poor girl’s worried sick about nothing at all. 

Come along with me; you’ll cheer her up.” 

Alec  followed  her  gratefully,  Trystara  at  his  heels.  He wondered  what  Eleira  could  be  worrying  about—not  him,  surely? 

Even  if  Brutus  were  an  agent  of  Chaos,  which  Alec  no  longer believed  to  be  the  case,  he  wouldn’t  be  bold  enough  to  attack  the heir of Diamondspear in broad daylight. 

Eleira looked up as the group approached, relief flooding her face  at  the  sight  of  Alec.  She  ran  forward  and  embraced  him  with much more vigor than either Trystara or Olivia Pawmaw had, burying her face in his shoulder as her back heaved silently with sobs. 

“Eleira,  what’s  going  on?”  Alec  asked,  hugging  her  back. 

He’d rarely if ever seen Eleira so distraught. The poor girl trembled in his arms, clutching him tight like she might fly off into the sky if she let go. “Whatever’s the matter?” 

When  Eleira  looked  up  at  him,  there  were  tears  streaming down her face. “It’s  Firemane, ” she blurted, her voice filled with pain. 

“He’s  sick!” 

The news made Alec stand bolt upright. “Firemane is sick?” 

he  repeated,  glancing  at  Olivia  Pawmaw  for  confirmation.  “Why didn’t you tell me immediately?” 

Eleira misunderstood. She thought the question was directed at her. “He’s been  off  ever since that big fight against Abraxas,” the elf girl explained through her tears. “At first, I thought he just needed to recover after the battle—then I wondered if he might have gotten hurt  somewhere  inside,  where  it  doesn’t  show  up.”  She  wiped  her nose with the back of a hand, the tears flowing freely. “But he’s just getting  worse  and  worse!  I  was  trying  to  put  him  through  a  few simple drills today, hoping that would pick up his spirits, and he just fell over…” 

“Firemane is in one of the stalls,” Olivia said, gesturing inside of  the  barn  with  her  chin.  “And  I  just  got  finished  examining  him, Eleira. I have good news for you. Firemane is okay.” 

Eleira  stared  at  the  instructor  blankly,  not  believing  her.  “He is?” She wiped her eyes, blinking rapidly. “But he’s so ill. He can’t fly or anything—it’s like someone’s poisoned him—” 

“He’s not poisoned,” Olivia assured the girl, pulling her into a rough  hug.  “You’re  right  that  Firemane’s  not  himself,  but  he’s  not sick. The  opposite  of sick, actually. Alec, Trys, could you two help me inside the barn? I think we’re going to need to get Firemane out here sooner, rather than later.” 

Alec  still  didn’t  quite  understand,  but  he  followed  Olivia  into the barn. Despite being unfinished, most of the high ceiling had been installed,  giving  the  place  the  same  homey,  rustic  air  that  Olivia’s original familiar barn had once held. 

“Is this thing still called the  beast stable? ” Alec asked as he stepped into the shade. “Or should we give it a new name, since it’s a new building?” 

Olivia chewed on the thought for a moment, then shook her head.  “Naw.  It’s  still  the  beast  stable.  Once  it’s  done,  I’ll  break  a bottle of good champagne on the side of it to anoint it, like the sailors do before a vessel goes to sea, but I won’t change any names. Not unless  the  students  come  up  with  a  new  nickname  for  the  place—

which  I’m  sure  they  will.  Eventually.”  Olivia  smiled.  “Come  on, Firemane’s this way…” 

The  dragon  indeed  looked  sick.  So  sick  that  were  it  not  for Olivia’s  assurances  the  creature  was  actually  alright,  Alec  would have begun to panic at the sight of it. Firemane lay across one of the stable’s  massive  stalls,  his  neck  and  head  sticking  out  over  the entrance  gate.  The  familiar’s  scales  rose  and  fell  rapidly,  his  long, narrow body coiled all about itself within the earthen floor of the stall. 

“My  poor,  poor  baby,”  Eleira  cooed,  racing  forward  and throwing her arms around the dragon’s neck. “It’s okay, sweetheart, Mommy’s here. Can you fly? Can you get out of the stall for me, or will we have to carry you? Oh, I’m so worried…” 

“He  can’t  fly  right  now,”  Olivia  pronounced.  “But  he’s  okay, Eleira. Your dragon isn’t sick.” 

Eleira didn’t hear. Just then, Firemane slumped over, its eyes heavy-lidded as its head rested against one of the posts forming the corners of the stall. Now Eleira  did  begin to panic. 

“Olivia,  something’s  wrong!”  Eleira  shrieked,  tugging  at Firemane’s whiskers. “Something’s really, really wrong! He’s about to die! ” 

Olivia put her hand on Eleira’s shoulder. “Firemane is okay,” 

she assured the elf girl. “Eleira, your familiar’s not about to die. He’s about to  evolve. ” 

The news stunned Alec. “I thought that never happened this early,” he managed, his own shocked glance a twin to Eleira’s. “That a familiar only evolves late in its relationship with a mage…” 

“That is usually the case,” Olivia conceded. “But the amount of  experience  Eleira’s  familiar  has  gained  since  it  came  to  the Academy  is  highly  unusual,  to  say  the  least.  You’ve  really  pushed

Firemane to his limits—and the result is that he’s about to go to the next stage of his progression!” 

Eleira’s sobs didn’t cease. “So it’s  my  fault  he’s  sick,  then?” 

she  blurted.  It  really  wasn’t  her  fault—Eleira  was  normally  a  very practical,  insightful  girl.  The  danger  to  Firemane  had  just  scattered her wits. 

“Sweetheart,  you  should  be  proud,”  Olivia  said,  using  a familiarity  she  normally  eschewed  with  her  other  students.  “It’s  not every  year,  or  even  every  few  years  that  a  student  pushes  their familiar  to  heights  like  this.  What  you’ve  done  with  Firemane  is amazing,  and  strengthens  your  bond  with  the  creature  like  nothing else.” 

“I see,” Eleira told Olivia, blinking rapidly. “I know it’s a good thing, I’m not stupid. I just… I hate to see him in such pain.” 

“It’s  just  temporary,”  Olivia  assured  her.  “Very  soon, Firemane’s  going  to  be  right  as  rain—better  than  that,  in  fact.  And trust  me,  right  now  Firemane’s  not  feeling  bad  at  all.  Look  at  him, Eleira—your familiar is worried about  you.” 

It was true. When Eleira looked into the eyes of her dragon, all  she  saw  was  concern  for  her  own  well-being.  The  elf  girl sharpened up quick, brushing a lock of hair she’d cried on out of her face. 

“What  do  we  have  to  do  to  make  sure  he  evolves  safely?” 

she  asked,  already  reaching  into  the  stall.  “We’re  going  to  get  you through this, Firemane! You’ll see, it’ll have all been worth it…” 

Olivia  instructed  the  three  of  them  to  take  up  alternating positions  along  the  dragon’s  broad  flank.  Trystara  did  most  of  the work, as the demoness had the greatest amount of natural strength, but  what  Alec  and  Eleira  lacked  in  ability,  they  made  up  for  in enthusiasm. Together, they got Firemane out of the stall, transporting the thin, long dragon a step at a time across the beast stable. 

“So  you  say  Firemane’s  experience  fighting  with  us  is  what pushed him to the next level?” Alec asked, catching Olivia’s eye as

they  carried  the  familiar  out  into  the  light.  “It’s  what’s  making  him evolve?” 

Olivia nodded. “Yep. Like I said, it’s a rare enough thing—so much so that most of the students are completely unprepared for it. If I’d known Firemane was likely to go through his transformation this quickly,  I’d  have  given  Eleira  and  you  a  head’s  up.  I  feel  awful  to have worried Eleira so.” 

“It’s  alright,”  the  elf  girl  said.  She  was  up  front,  rubbing Firemane’s nuzzle and ears to keep him calm while the rest of them carried him out and to the practice field. 

Alec  glanced  over  his  shoulder  at  Trystara.  The  gray demoness  shouldered  most  of  the  burden,  yet  seemed  to  be struggling  the  least  of  everyone.  “Are  you  going  to  evolve  too, Trystara? Take on a new form?” 

The demoness’s coldly beautiful features puckered, like she’d bitten  into  something  sour.  “If  I  feel  like  it,”  she  said,  her  black  lips twisting into a pout. Alec got the distinct impression the subject of an evolution was  not  something Trystara wanted to talk about. Not with other people present, at least. 

He made a mental note to ask her about it later, when they were  alone.  And  to  be  more  gentle  about  it,  to  avoid  potentially hurting her feelings. Alec always thought about his friends that way, and treated them in the manner that he’d like to be treated. 

The  group  managed  to  get  Firemane  out  into  the  light  and away  from  the  beast  stable.  As  the  familiar  let  out  a  roar,  twin streams of smoke pouring from its nostrils, Olivia Pawmaw handed her  side  of  the  dragon  over  to  another  student  and  raced  forward, waving her arms. 

“Clear  the  practice  field!”  she  commanded,  yelling  with  a harshness  most  students  had  never  heard  from  the  easy-going instructor  before.  “We’ve  got  a  familiar  who  needs  some  space!  All other students and their familiars, head over to the beast stable and give Firemane some room!” 

It  looked  as  if  Firemane  had  plenty  of  room  already,  but  no one  wanted  to  argue  with  Olivia.  The  students  who’d  been  drilling packed  up  their  familiars  and  cleared  out,  leaving  only  the  white chalk  outline  of  the  practice  lanes  behind.  Firemane  slid  across these,  rubbing  them  out  onto  the  sand  as  the  creature  began  to writhe  in  the  dirt,  slipping  from  the  hands  of  everyone  except Trystara. 

“It’s okay,” Olivia said repeatedly, calming down the students. 

“Everyone relax! The dragon’s about to transform, so you’re going to want  to  stand  back!  Give  the  beast  plenty  of  room—oh,  not  you, Eleira! Get right up there with him! He’s going to want to see you first thing, once he evolves…” 

The sight of Firemane flip-flopping in the dirt was enough to strike fear in the heart of even the most reckless student. Yet Eleira strode across the practice field as if not a single thing were wrong, ducking  out  of  the  way  of  Firemane’s  tail  as  she  came  to  its  head and stroked it gently. 

“Shh, baby, it’s okay,” she assured the beast, holding onto it tightly. “Mommy’s here, baby. Eleira’s here. I’ll never leave you, not ever!” 

A  hand  slipped  into  Alec’s,  squeezing  it  insistently.  He glanced over and found himself a bit surprised to be holding hands with  Trystara.  The  demoness  usually  wasn’t  much  for  physical intimacy—though  she  was  fiercely  protective  of  him,  Alec  could count the number of times they’d done anything more intimate than a quick embrace on one hand. 

“Are  you  alright?”  Alec  asked.  Tears  streamed  down Trystara’s  face  as  she  watched,  though  she  tried  her  best  to  hide them. 

“I’m fine,” the demoness said gruffly, wiping her eyes with the back of a clawed hand. “It’s just the dust. Why would be I upset that Firemane is transforming? This is a happy occasion—he’s becoming the real him.” 

Alec didn’t understand the reason for the turmoil in Trystara’s heart, but he didn’t require understanding in order to empathize. He threw  an  arm  around  the  demoness,  clutching  her  to  him  as  the scene  on  the  practice  field  began  to  unfold.  Firemane’s  evolution began—and  for  its  entire  length,  the  class  stood  or  sat  spellbound, unable to tear their eyes away. 

It  started  small.  As  Eleira  held  on  tight  to  her  familiar, Firemane’s  scales  began  to  ripple  with  a  strange,  electric  sort  of energy. It crackled through the air, sending bolts skyward that made the few students who thought it wasn’t important to give the dragon space  run  screaming  back  to  the  beast  stable.  Olivia  watched Firemane  writhe,  a  huge  smile  plastered  on  her  face.  For  the instructor of the familiar school, this was a rare treat. 

As  the  air  thickened  with  more  explosions,  Firemane  began to  change.  His  long,  thin  body  thickened,  expanding  like  a  balloon until Eleira’s slender arms could no longer hold onto the dragon. She jumped onto its back as it took to the sky, growing larger and larger with each passing moment. It reminded Alec of a caterpillar turning into a butterfly—only sped up, the cocoon busting open the moment the insect climbed into it. 

New  scales  erupted  across  Firemane’s  body,  thicker  and sleeker  than  before.  His  coloring  was  now  a  gradient  of  red  and bronze,  running  in  lines  up  and  down  the  creature’s  body  in  a  way that  made  him  look  like  some  burnished  statue  of  a  god  from  days long  gone.  Within  the  span  of  a  few  heartbeats,  Firemane  was  the size of a small building. 

 Or the Diamondspear airship,  Alec thought, remembering his journey to the Academy.  Not the large one, but the one Uriel took to throw off the sky pirates.  It had been so long since he’d faced down those bandits that he’d almost forgotten what the fight was like. 

Firemane  soared  into  the  air,  his  titular  mane  streaming  out behind him like a wreath of flames. The dragon let out a mighty roar, a volcano’s worth of fire spilling from his jaws and up into the sky. On

his  back,  Eleira  screamed  with  pure  joy,  tears  trailing  down  her cheeks. 

The  students  cheered  as  they  watched  the  dragon  ascend. 

There  wasn’t  a  dry  eye  in  the  house—even  Olivia  Pawmaw  wept openly at the majesty of such a sight. 

“Such a rare gift,” the handler said, giving Firemane a salute from far below. “Godspeed, familiar. May you keep that girl safe.” 

Alec could certainly agree with that. 

Firemane  did  flips  in  the  air  for  a  half-hour,  entertaining  the class  with  tricks  and  dives  involving  flame.  By  the  time  it  was finished,  nearly  all  the  windows  in  the  Academy  stood  open  as  the student  body  watched  the  newer,  more  powerful  Firemane  cavort above the summit of the beast stable. Finally, the creature lowered its  broad  head  to  the  practice  field,  allowing  Eleira  to  climb  down. 

Her touch was gentle as her feet hit the ground, then she embraced the  side  of  Firemane’s  head  and  planted  a  kiss  on  its  scales.  Its head  was  the  size  of  a  carriage,  far  too  big  for  Eleira  to  throw  her hands around. 

“Oh, I’m so proud of you!” the elf girl said, tears in her eyes. 

“But you’re so big! How will you walk with me to class now?” 

The rest of the students atop the summit shrank back before Firemane’s  grin.  Even  Alec  did  a  double-take,  as  it  looked  like  the dragon  was  about  to  unleash  some  fearsome  spell  upon  them  all. 

But instead, Firemane worked a different sort of magic. 

Waves  of  rippling  energy  coursed  over  the  familiar’s  body, and when they faded, it was its old size again. The dragon’s scales were still red and gold, its muscular body and jaws far more powerful than the Firemane it’d been that morning—but now, it was in a more bite-sized  package.  Eleira  let  out  a  girlish  squeal  of  delight  and embraced the creature, beyond thrilled by this new development. 

Olivia came forward to congratulate Eleira, all smiles. As she did,  the  rest  of  the  students  gathered  around—all  save  for  Alec, who’d  just  felt  a  tap  on  his  shoulder.  He  turned  to  see  Trystara, looking much recovered from her moment of emotion. 

“What I was saying before,” the demoness whispered, using the celebration as cover, “about  your friend?” 

“Oh  yeah,”  Alec  said,  casting  his  gaze  over  toward  Eleira. 

She shot him a wave and gave him a warm smile, but she seemed far  too  busy  with  Firemane  to  be  worried  over  much  that  he  was chatting with Trystara. “What about that?” 

“I want to talk to your friend,” Trystara said, tapping her claws against her hip. “I think I know a way to prove whether she’s telling the truth or not, but I need to  see  her first. Will you take me to her?” 

Alec thought it over as he watched Eleira celebrate. Even in the  midst  of  such  joy,  Brutus’s  harsh  words  came  back  to  him.  As long as this threat filled the Academy, none of the people he cared about were truly safe. 

“Poictesme,”  Alec  said,  wading  into  the  group.  “After  class. 

Meet me there, and we’ll talk to my friend.” 

Trystara  paused,  then  nodded  eagerly.  She  stepped  aside and let Alec push through the crowd, until he was next to a happily sobbing Eleira. The two embraced, and Eleira kissed Alec full on the lips, not caring who saw. 

“When  familiars  get  to  this  size,”  Olivia  explained,  “their owners  can  use  them  for  transport.  I  know  you  two  like  to  go  on flights over the forest sometimes. If you attached a transport cab to Firemane,  you  could  probably  fit  a  dozen  people  on  the  dragon’s back. Maybe more. You could even charge tickets…” 

“We’ll  have  to  think  about  that,”  Eleira  said,  nuzzling  up against Alec. The two of them looked oh so happy, the worries of the day forgotten in the wonderment of Firemane’s transformation. 

Trystara, on the other hand, melted away into the darkness. 

She had her own reasons to have mixed feelings about Firemane’s evolution.  As  she  turned  away,  her  claws  dug  into  the  meat  of  her palm, distracting herself from her emotions. 

The  mission  was  what  was  important.  She  had  to  protect Alec, and the people he cared about. 

And the best way to do that was to get to the bottom of Alison Raleigh’s accusations. 

Chapter 8







Poictesme was nearly empty when Alec finally made his way downstairs,  hours  later.  After  Firemane’s  transformation,  there  had been much celebration—so much so that it had been hard to get the class  focused  on  anything  else  for  a  while.  That  party  spilled  over into dinner, and Eleira had been so sweet about everything that Alec found  it  hard  to  leave  his  elvish  girlfriend  behind,  even  though Trystara needed him. 

Trystara  sat  atop  a  leather  couch  by  the  fire,  watching  the Phantasmic  Projector  with  a  pensive  expression.  “You’re  late,”  the demoness said, hopping off the furniture as soon as she saw Alec. 

“I’m  sorry,”  he  said,  putting  a  hand  against  the  back  of  his neck. “Eleira was just so excited…” 

Trystara’s  harsh  look  evaporated.  “She  should  be  pleased,” 

the  demoness  admitted,  looking  a  little  sheepish.  “She’s  achieved something  most  trainers  work  the  better  part  of  their  life  for,  and she’s done it at an incredibly young age. She’s got a bright future in familiars and their training.” 

Alec  couldn’t  agree  more.  “Where  is  everyone?”  he  asked, glancing around. “There’s supposed to be someone guarding Alison at all times.” 

“I told them I could watch over it—” Trystara began, right as the sound of conversation reached Alec’s ears. Jolenta and Vodalus emerged, each carrying a sandwich wrapped in wax paper from the dining hall. Jolenta also had a tiny bottle of wine, which she held in the crook of her armpit as she shoved open the door to the lounge with her hip. 

“I  swear,  these  people  are  going  to  be  the  death  of  me,” 

Jolenta  groaned  as  she  stepped  into  Poictesme.  “If  we  make  it

through all this in one piece, Vodie, I want you to  promise me  you will never let me gamble again!” 

“It’s  not  the  gambling  that’s  the  problem,  dear,”  Vodalus replied wryly, taking a bite of his sandwich. “It’s taking  other people’s bets that’s gotten you into trouble…” 

Both  students  ground  to  a  halt  at  the  sight  of  Alec  and Trystara on the couch. 

“Oh, dear!” Jolenta said, tossing a hand in the air and nearly dropping  her  wine.  “So  sorry.  Didn’t  realize  we  were  interrupting anything…” 

“You’re  not,  “Alec  said.  “What’s  this  about  people  being  the death of you?” 

Jolenta  snorted  and  rolled  her  eyes.  “Several  of  the  angry students from the other night went complaining to Dean Wolfe,” she said, plopping down heavily on another couch. “As if we didn’t need enough  proof that the man was evil! He ruled that Vodie and I have to give back all the money the student body spent betting on you and Alison Raleigh in the listings—no matter  who  the student bet on.” 

“It’s a real pain,” Vodalus agreed. “We were filthy stinking rich for  a  bright,  shining  moment.  Now  it’s  all  gone.  The  Archon  giveth and the Archon taketh away,  man.” 

“You  shouldn’t  have  been  betting  on  me  in  the  first  place,” 

Alec  teased.  “And  you  damn  sure  shouldn’t  have  been  betting against  me!” 

“Oh,  we  never  would!”  Jolenta  replied,  sounding  honestly horrified at the very idea. “I assure you, the odds on you were most favorable.  Had  you  beaten  Alison,  our  profit  would  have  been minimal,  rather  than  the   massive   windfall  Vodie  and  I  would  have scored if the underdog Raleigh pulled off an upset.” 

“Well,  I’m  glad  to  hear  that,  at  least,”  Alec  said,  glancing significantly at the Phantasmic Projector. “Trys and I want to speak with Alison, actually. Is there any way you two could keep an eye on the place, make sure the coast is clear?” 

“Throw  a  blanket  over  if  you  if  one  of  the  instructors  show up?” Jolenta’s eyes shined with mirth. “Of course we can, darling. Go right ahead—Vodie and I can handle it.” 

Alec cast a final glance at the door, just to make sure it was closed. Then he walked over to the Phantasmic Projector and began fiddling  with  it,  trying  to  remember  how  to  generate  the  aura  that would allow them to step inside and talk with Alison. 

“You  having  trouble?”  Jolenta  asked,  peering  over  her sandwich. “Maybe you’re just a little worried about your friend. She seems particularly  savage  today.  You  two  aren’t  going  to  rip  Alison Raleigh apart, are you?” 

Trystara grinned at the suggestion, but Alec stood firm. 

“We’d  never  do  that,”  he  said,  meaning  it.  “Killing  in  cold blood? Of course not.” 

Jolenta  shrugged,  making  a  face  like  she’d  gladly  look  the other way. “Suit yourself,” she said, nodding at the door. “Vodie and I will  be  outside,  keeping  watch.  Just  so  you  can  have  a  bit  more privacy.” 

As the two students left, Trystara huffed and walked over to the  machine.  “What  did  they  mean,  ‘savage’?  Do  they  think  I  look different than normal?” 

Huh?  Alec  didn’t  understand  the  meaning  of  her  question. 

“You know how they are,” he said, fiddling with a dial on the side of the  Phantasmic  Projector.  “They  love  drama,  both  of  them.  They mean well, Trys. And they like you, really they do, so don’t worry.” 

He wasn’t sure if Trystara listened to him or not. Alec couldn’t really focus on it—his frustration mounted as he pushed buttons and threw  switches  on  the  side  of  the  Phantasmic  Projector.  For  some reason, the usual aura that allowed one to step into and out of the projector  refused  to  appear.  Alec  knew  he  was  hitting  the  right buttons, and even tried a few different ways of activating the correct mechanism. But the thing wouldn’t activate, no matter how he tried. 

The  screen  flipped  on,  showing  Alison  Raleigh  sitting  within the  Phantasmic  Projector  reading  a  book.  Jolenta,  Vodalus,  and

Eleira had smuggled a few pieces of furniture in there along with the food  and  books,  after  learning  that  items  of  any  size  could  easily enter  the  projector.  The  blonde  sat  on  a  comfortable-looking  chair, with  a  small  end-table  sitting  by  her  with  a  lamp.  A  cot  lay  on  the floor, little more than a mattress with a few blankets and a pillow, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. 

“What’s  going  on?”  Trystara  asked,  more  curious  than frustrated. “Did someone mess with the Phantasmic Projector?” 

“I’m not sure,” Alec said, flipping a switch on the side of the device he hadn’t touched before. “We might need to get Maimonides down here to take a look at it—” 

A spark shot from the machine to Alec. 

Instantly,  a  wave  of  nausea  overcame  the  lad.  He  doubled over,  his  vision  blurring  as  he  nearly  passed  out.  Dry  heaves exploded from his chest, and he had to reach out and brace his hand against the wall to keep from falling over. 

“Alec?  Alec!”  Trystara’s  claws  gripped  him,  holding  him upright. “What was  that!?” 

Alec didn’t know—but the sensation was disturbingly familiar. 

When facing down that strange eye-stalk creature inside of the glass box in the forest, he’d absorbed an elemental attack unlike any he’d faced before. That strange energy sizzled his skin, sent aftershocks through his spine for days. Touching it had been one of the oddest and most uncanny experiences of his life. 

Now he felt that strange energy flow through him once more, touching the Phantasmic Projector at the same time. 

A form shimmered in front of the machine. A figure appeared, insubstantial  and  see-through.  Then  it  solidified,  and  Alec’s  mouth went as dry as a desert at high noon. 

He was staring at himself. 

It wasn’t the first clone Alec had ever seen before, of course. 

The  students  fought  phantasms  all  the  time  in  Brutus’s  class—but normally they stayed  inside  the Phantasmic Projector, being unable

to  leave  it.  The  sole  exception  was  Alison  Raleigh  herself,  who’d found some way to create a crude doppelganger that looked exactly like  her  and  bring  it  to  Maimonides’s  old  tower.  She’d  killed  that double  in  front  of  him  as  part  of  her  plan,  and  it  had  been  a  good thing  she  had—the  real  thing  wouldn’t  have  passed  more  than  the most  cursory  examination.  The  clone  had   looked   like  Alison,  to  be certain, but it didn’t act like her. It didn’t act like anything, any more than  the  automatons  inside  of  the  Phantasmic  Projector  could  do much more than cast a few rudimentary spells. 

One look at this creature told Alec he was seeing something different. 

The  false  Alec  blinked,  acclimating  itself  to  its  surroundings like  someone  stepping  out  into  the  light  after  a  long  time  in  a  dark room.  “Hello  there,”  it  said,  in  a  voice  identical  to  Alec’s  own.  “You must be me, I assume?” 

Alec’s jaw hit the floor. “What… are you?” he asked, glancing at  Trystara  as  if  the  demoness  could  give  him  some  kind  of explanation. But she looked just as confused as he was, if not more so. 

The  clone  looked  down  at  his  robes,  a  duplicate  of  Alec’s own  school  uniform.  “That,”  the  false  Alec  said,  “is  an  interesting question.  One  philosophers  have  driven  themselves  crazy  trying  to solve.” 

Alec  didn’t  have  time  for  this.  He  needed  to  interrogate Alison, to find out what Trystara’s plan was. But this clone—it wasn’t like  any  duplicates  he’d  ever  seen  before.  He  longed  to  find  out more. 

“Are you… Do you  think  you’re me?” Alec asked. He reached out and touched the false Alec’s cheek, watching as it flinched away. 

That flinch wasn’t like his at all. 

“Don’t  be  silly,”  the  clone  said.  “I  know  I’m  not  you.  I’m something else entirely.” 

That was a relief, at least. The idea of the clone trying to take over  Alec’s  life  frightened  him  on  a  level  he’d  never  thought  of

before. 

“But you can talk,” Alec said. “And think.” 

“Presumably,” Trystara added dryly. “Would you like me to rip this creature apart, Alec?” 

To Alec’s surprise, the clone of him just shrugged at the idea. 

“You might as well go ahead,” it said, cocking its head to the side in a  way  that  was  very  un-Alec-like.  “It’s  not  like  you’d  be  killing anything  real,  anyway.” 

The longer Alec spent around this clone, the more he began to be reminded of something from his childhood. When he was very young,  a  fair  had  come  to  the  village  just  down  the  hill  from  the Archon  Temple.  The  monks,  in  a  gesture  of  charity  that  was  very much unlike them, allowed all the foundlings of the village to attend, even purchasing sweets and other treats for them. 

There,  Alec  had  watched  a  performance  of  several  ancient myths surrounding the Archon, put on by a troupe of actors. One of the  actors,  who  played  the  villainous  figure  of  the  Trickster,  clearly enjoyed his role more than the others. He shuffled across the stage, wheedling and lying, all behind the mask he wore as his uniform. He wasn’t   truly   the  Trickster—just  a  man  portraying  him—yet  the performance  had  frightened  Alec  and  the  other  children,  all  the same. 

That’s what this double reminded Alec of: a skilled performer, wearing a mask. 

In  the  end  it  was  Trystara  who  performed  decisive  action. 

“Look,  we  don’t  have  time  to  be  messing  around  with  phantasms right  now,”  the  demoness  said,  casting  a  sideways  glance  at  Alec. 

“Even ones who can talk.  Especially those, in fact.” 

“But this is incredible,” Alec protested, gesturing at the false version of himself. “We need to find out more about this—” 

Trystara cleared her throat. “Phantasm,” she said, pointing a black-tipped  nail  at  the  apparition.  “If  Alec  gives  you  an  order,  will you obey?” 

The phantasm inclined its head. “Sure,” it said with a shrug. 

“Tell it to go to your quarters and wait there,” the demoness suggested. “If it’s still there when you arrive, you and it can debate philosophy to your heart’s content. Until then, you and I have some questions to get answered.” 

Alec didn’t like the idea of ordering the phantasm to go to his quarters. It looked so much like him that a casual observer might be fooled into thinking it was the real thing. 

“Fine,”  he  said,  nodding  at  the  phantasm.  “But  don’t  talk  to anyone or anything like that. Just go and wait there. I want to discuss this later.” 

“Of course,” the phantasm said, exactly as if it had expected this. 

Alec swore he could feel the performer behind the mask give him  a  wink  and  a  smile  as  it  departed,  piloting  the  false  Alec  body the way a skilled ranger rides a horse. The whole thing gave Alec the creeps. 

As soon as the clone was gone, the aura settled around the Phantasmic  Projector.  Whatever  Alec  had  done  with  that  strange energy,  it  was  working  now.  The  Alison  inside  the  Projector  hadn’t even noticed anything wrong. 

“Shall  we?”  Trystara  asked,  reaching  out  her  arm.  The demoness  had  been  more  physically  affectionate  recently,  which also confused Alec. He took her hand and stepped into the aura, the outside  world  ripping  away  as  they  transferred  into  Maimonides’s invention, the Phantasmic Projector. 

No matter how many times he entered the gnome’s invention, Alec  couldn’t  help  but  stumble  as  he  regained  his  footing.  A  thin, swirling  mist  hung  low  over  the  projector’s  interior,  hiding  the  floor from  view.  The  interior  was  little  more  than  a  single  high-vaulted ceiling, held up with a number of columns spaced evenly along the edges  of  the  chamber.  There  were  no  walls.  Alec  knew  from experience that to walk more than a step or two beyond the columns would return him to outside the projector. 

He also knew that anyone outside the projector who glanced at  the  screen  would  be  able  to  see  himself  and  Trystara  within  the device. So it made sense to move fast. 

Alison gave a little start on her chair when she saw the two of them. She hadn’t expected visitors—only now did Alec realize she’d adjusted  to  her  circumstances  like  a  prisoner,  expecting  visits  and meals  at  regular  times.  The  blonde’s  eyes  narrowed  as  she  saw Trystara, then looked at Alec as if she expected a betrayal. 

“What’s  this?”  Alison  Raleigh  asked,  nodding  at  the demoness. “Have you and Maimonides finally decided to kill me?” 

Alec shook his head. “We just wanted to talk to you,” he said, walking  to  the  center  of  the  room.  His  experience  with  the  double had  left  him  confused  and  curious,  which  caused  him  to  think  of something.  “Actually,  before  we  get  started,  there  was  something unrelated I wanted to ask you.” 

Trystara  shot  him  a  confused  glance,  but  Alec  wasn’t deterred. “That phantasm you created with the Phantasmic Projector

—the  one  that  could  walk  around  outside  of  the  device,”  he  said, remembering. “How did you make that?” 

Alison  stared  at  him  flatly,  as  if  trying  to  see  the  trap  in  his words. When she didn’t find one, she shrugged and set her slender volume to the side. “It’s not that hard,” she explained. “You have to mess  with  a  bunch  of  dials  and  buttons  on  the  projector,  though.  I could show you the next time Jolenta and Vodalus let me out to have a bit of light and exercise.” 

 The  same  dials  and  buttons  I  was  hitting,  I’ll  bet,  Alec thought. His heart sank into his stomach as he realized he may have just made a very strange discovery. “I’ll have you do that, thanks,” he said, gesturing to Alison. “And you  will  be leaving this place, Alison—

I  promise  you.  As  soon  as  the  heat  dies  down  outside,  we’ll  figure things out.” 

Alison scoffed. She rose from her chair, pacing the outside of the circle in the way Jolenta and Vodalus had told him she often did when  she  was  on  her  own.  “I  don’t  want  to   figure  things  out,”  she

said, fixing him with an intense stare. “I want to go home. You don’t have any right to keep me here!” 

“We’re  the  only  thing  keeping  you  safe,”  Trystara  said  in  a too-casual  voice,  checking  out  her  black  nails  as  she  spoke  to  the blonde. “Where  is  home, incidentally? I’m curious.” 

Alison made a face. “You’ve probably never heard of it.” 

“I’m a demon of the world,” Trystara countered. “Try me.” 

Alison  stared  the  demoness  down,  then  turned  to  Alec  and did the same. Finally, something inside of her broke. Perhaps it was the  long  period  of  confinement,  or  perhaps  it  was  that  the  girl  had finally begun to warm to Alec after almost trying to kill him. But she let  out  a  huge  sigh,  her  eyes  traveling  to  the  mist-covered  floor before coming back up again. 

“My family and the rest of the Inscribers are on the Haunted Isle,”  she  said,  looking  like  she  hoped  she  didn’t  regret  the  words. 

“The exact center of it, to be precise.” 

Alec  had  never  heard  of  the  Haunted  Isle  before—but Trystara  clearly  had.  The  demoness  blinked  a  few  times,  her  white fangs showing as her mouth dropped open. “You cannot be serious.” 

“What?”  Alison  looked  offended.  “Of  course  not!  I  tell  you information that most kingdoms would kill people for, and you accuse me of making things up!?” 

 She  reminds  me  of  me  a  little  bit,  Alec  thought,  watching Alison  ball  her  hands  into  fists  in  front  of  Trystara.  Despite  himself, he couldn’t help but like Alison more the more he got to know her. 

“I’m not saying you’re a liar,” Trystara said. “It’s just I’ve never heard of anything coming from the Haunted Isle except specters and ghosts. You know, ‘cause it’s  haunted  and all that.” 

“It  is,”  Alison  agreed.  “That’s  why  it’s  such  a  perfect camouflage.  No  one  would  expect  the  Inscribers  to  be headquartered  there.  We’ve  reached  an  understanding  with  the spirits there, and they allow us to live in their sanctuary.” 

Again,  Alec  could  feel  no  hint  of  falsehood  in  Alison’s statements.  He  knew  his  truth  sense  wasn’t  one  hundred  percent perfect,  and  he’d  been  fooled  before.  But  not  repeatedly,  with multiple statements. Alison appeared to be telling the truth about her origins. 

“And  what  do  your  people  on  the  Haunted  Isle  want?” 

Trystara asked. 

Alison’s eyes bulged. “Do you not tell your familiar anything?” 

she  asked,  turning  to  Alec  instead  of  the  demon.  “I’d  much  rather you ask me these questions, Diamondspear. I feel like I owe you a debt,  after  all.  I  treated  you  poorly,  whereas  I  don’t  know  anything about your captive demon—” 

“Demoness,”  Trystara  snarled,  showing  her  fangs.  “I’m asking the questions here, Raleigh…” 

“It’s alright,” Alec said, holding up a hand. He’d heard about enough. “Let’s say I do want to get you to this Haunted Isle. What do I do?” 

Alison appeared to have thought about this. “You get me as far  from  the  Academy  grounds  as  possible,”  she  said  firmly. 

“Preferably in something that flies.” 

Alec  couldn’t  help  but  be  reminded  of  Firemane  doing  flips over the beast stable, with Eleira on his back crying out with delight. 

 If  you  put  a  cabin  on  his  back,  you  could  fit  a  dozen  students  in there,  Olivia  had  said.  Alec  had  an  idea  they  might  be  doing  that sooner, rather than later. 

Alec  nodded.  “I  really  do  want  to  get  you  back  to  your people,”  he  said.  “But  I  can’t  right  now.  It’s  too  dangerous—and  I need to verify what you’ve told me, first.” 

“What,  that  Jonas  Wolfe  is  an  agent  of  Chaos?”  Alison scoffed.  “Good  luck.  The  Inscribers  have  been  trying  to  get  hard evidence  of  his  allegiance  since  the  first  of  us  infiltrated  the Academy. Even though most of the noble houses would dismiss that kind of evidence out of hand, knowing it came from us.” 

“They wouldn’t,” Alec shot back. “Evidence is evidence.” 

The look Alison gave him made him feel painfully naive. 

“Members  of  the  group  have  infiltrated  the  school  before,” 

Alison explained. “We don’t have hard evidence, but we  know. Dean Jonas is in allegiance with the forces of evil.” 

“I’m  a  demoness,”  Trystara  said,  sharpening  her  nails  and looking wounded. “Evil can mean many different things.” 

Alison  cocked  an  eyebrow.  “It  means  what  you  think  it means,”  she  snapped,  letting  her  frustration  get  the  better  of  her. 

She sighed, and wrung her hands in front of Alec, looking aggrieved. 

“Look, I really want to go home,” she pleaded. “This place—I know you all mean well, putting me in here where the Academy can’t find me, but really it’s not much different than prison. I wouldn’t mind if I could come out and hang out with you, or even Jolenta and Vodalus. 

But the solitude is getting to me, Alec. It really, really is.” 

Alec  could  sympathize.  “I  know,”  he  told  her,  wishing  there was  more  he  could  do.  “As  soon  as  it’s  possible  to  get  you  out  of here…” 

Something flashed in Alison’s face. “I’ll make you a deal,” she said, intuition showing in her eyes. “If I give you my best guess about Dean Wolfe and how you can prove he’s evil, that he’s in league with the  forces  of  Chaos,  you  might  be  able  to  get  the  proof  that  the Inscribers  have  failed  to  find.  And  if  you  do,  all  I  ask  is  that  you promise to set me free. Deal?” 

“That’s  a  stupid  deal,”  Trystara  snarled.  “You  should  just  let me work her over, Master. I’ll get Alison to talk.” 

“No,” Alec said. “You won’t. I didn’t know that’s what you were planning when I brought you in here, Trystara.” 

“It  wasn’t,”  the  demoness  replied.  “But  this  girl  is  testing me…” 

“What,  by  calling  you  a   demon?”  Alison  let  out  a  haughty laugh,  knowing  that  she  finally  had  a  way  to  get  underneath Trystara’s skin. “But that’s exactly what you are. His  demon.” 

“Demoness!”  Trystara  roared,  becoming  something  truly frightening for a moment. Alison looked as if she just realized she’d turned out too far on thin ice, and rapidly backpedaled. 

“Okay, okay,” Alison said, eager to smooth things over. “Look, just think it over, Alec. I know I can trust you—you don’t break your promises.  You’re  not  like  me,”  she  added  with  a  guilty  look  at  the floor. “Please?” 

Alec  nodded.  “Alright,  I  agree.  Tell  me  what  you  can,  and  if we find the proof, I promise to set you free.” 

Alison beamed from ear to ear. “Alright. Well, I tried my best to  do  surveillance  on  Dean  Wolfe,  but  he’s  slippery  as  an  eel.  And that’s  when  I  got  to  thinking:  if  he’s  in  with  Chaos,  he  must  have some method of communicating with them. Getting them inside info from the Academy, juicy gossip—that sort of thing.” 

“That…  makes  sense,”  Alec  said,  sharing  a  glance  with Trystara. He hadn’t thought of that. 

“He’s  got  to  have  some  method  of  keeping  in  touch  with them,” Alison said firmly. “A scrying stone, or a linked pair of books whose words show up in each other’s pages when you write them. 

Something like that. And he’s got to have it in his private quarters.” 

This declaration interested Alec. “Why do you say that?” 

“Because that’s where he always goes as soon as something important  happens  on  campus,”  Alison  said.  “Besides,  you’ve  been in there! That place is creepy as hell. If there’s something Chaotic in this school, he’s got it stashed in there. You’ll see.” 

“So  all  I  have  to  do  is  sneak  into  Dean  Wolfe’s  office,”  Alec said, his heart sinking. “Not exactly the easiest thing to do. He’s sure to have wards all over the place…” 

Trystara  put  her  hand  on  Alec’s  shoulder.  “And  you,”  the demoness said with a grin, “have one  very  resourceful familiar.” 

Alison leaned forward, an almost manic energy entering her eyes. “You’ll stick with the deal, right? If you find proof, you’ll get me

passage  to  the  Haunted  Isle.  Please.  I  can’t  do  much  more  time  in here, all alone!” 

Alec  felt  his  heart  go  out  to  the  poor  lass.  It  was  a  strange sensation, considering how recently Alison had tried to do him harm, but it felt natural at the same time. It truly wasn’t in Alec’s nature to hate anyone, not even his enemies. No one was beyond redemption

—not even the twisted shade that called itself Baldir Diamondspear. 

Thinking  of  that  reminded  Alec  about  the  clone.  “One  other thing,” he said, having assured Alison adequately that he’d hold up his  end  of  the  arrangement  about  a  dozen  times.  “I  created  a phantasm of myself while I was trying to activate the entrance to this place. But… it doesn’t seem like the one you made, not at all. It’s…” 

“What?” Alison asked. 

Alec  hesitated,  the  words  he’d  been  thinking  staying  on  his tongue. “Have you ever seen a play performed?” he asked, trying to get the concept across to Alison. “And one of the actors on stage is really,  really   good  at  the  role,  to  the  point  that  you  almost  start thinking they  are  the character they’re playing?” 

Something  changed  in  Alison’s  face.  Suddenly,  she  looked excited—and guarded, as well. 

“Now that really  is  interesting,” she said. “I’d like to meet this phantasm you created sometime, Alec. But first, I think you and your demoness   ought  to  see  if  you  can  get  into  Dean  Wolfe’s  private quarters.” 

“Shouldn’t be much of a task for the most decorated student on campus,” Trystara said with pride. “Especially with his familiar by his side. And thank you for referring to me by my proper title.” 

“Won’t  make  that  mistake  again,”  Alison  said,  settling  back into her chair. She picked up her book and pretended to leaf through it, her gaze on Trystara and Alec all the while. “Please let me know as soon as you find anything. I want to get out of here!” 

Alec  assured  her  they  would,  and  then  they  exited  the Phantasmic Projector. As they stepped back out into Poictesme, they saw  Jolenta  and  Vodalus  lounging  on  the  couches  they’d  recently

occupied. Both of them seemed nonchalant to see Trystara—but the sight  of  Alec  leaving  the  Phantasmic  Projector  had  them  both scrunching up their faces in confusion. 

“Didn’t I just see you leave a little while ago?” Jolenta asked, glancing at the door to the hideout like she’d seen a ghost. “I could have  sworn  you  pushed  past  Vodie  and  me  without  saying  a  word fifteen minutes ago or so…” 

“It’s a long story,” Alec said, making a mental note to explain the  whole  thing  to  the  rest  of  the  group  as  soon  as  he  could.  “You didn’t see  me, though. It was… well, an illusion of sorts.” 

“Convincing  illusion,”  Vodalus  said,  taking  a  final  bite  of  his sandwich. The man ate as slowly as a sloth, Alec decided. “Did you two get what you needed in there?” 

“Does the traitor yet live?” Jolenta cried, throwing her hands over the back of the couch and wiggling her eyebrows like an actress in a fit. “Did the whippings continue until morale improved?” 

“We  didn’t  hurt  her,”  Alec  said.  “But  she  did  give  us  some information.” 

Briefly,  Alec  told  Jolenta  and  Vodalus  what  had  happened inside the Phantasmic Projector. He left out everything involving the strange phantasm he’d created, and skipped the odd anger Trystara had  felt  at  being  referred  to  as  a  demon.  In  the  former  case,  he wasn’t quite sure what to make of the false Alec, and in the latter, he felt talking about the event would do some wrong to Trystara that he didn’t yet fully understand. 

“A communication device in the office,” Jolenta said when he was  done.  “Of  course—that  makes  a  surprising  amount  of  sense! 

Good job, Alec. Smart move to pretend to set her free in exchange for the information.” 

“Uh, Jo?” Vodalus said. “I think Alec was telling the truth. He really  does  mean to free her.” 

Jolenta’s eyes widened. “Ah, Alec. You moral, moral fool…” 

After  swearing  Jolenta  and  Vodalus  to  silence  for  the  time being,  Alec  and  Trystara  hit  the  dining  room  and  grabbed  a  late dinner.  A  little  burglary  wouldn’t  happen  on  an  empty  stomach,  as the  demoness  told  him,  and  she  made  sure  he  ate  plenty  for  their secret mission that evening. 

“I’m sorry I lost my temper with Alison,” Trystara said toward the end of the meal. “That was unlike me, Alec. I’m sorry.” 

Alec  glanced  over  his  meal  at  the  demoness.  “It’s  perfectly alright,” he told her, meaning it. “Do you want to talk about it?” 

Trystara  paused,  and  for  a  few  moments,  Alec  thought  she might be on the cusp of explaining something—then the demoness shook her head. 

“Not right now,” she said, putting her hand on his. “Too much stuff to worry about, you know? But eventually, when I’m feeling up to it, I’d like to have a conversation with you. If you’re open to it.” 

“I have no idea what you mean by that,” Alec said. “But I’m more than happy to listen to whatever you have to say, Trystara. No matter  what,  you’ll  always  be  my  friend.  You’re  more  than  just  a familiar to me—surely you know that by now.” 

Trystara’s  face  twisted  in  a  grin.  “You’re  damn  right,”  she said, teasing him with a nail. “Without me, you’d be dead in a ditch somewhere, Alec. Keep that in mind when you’re making those big moon eyes over Eleira’s shiny new dragon.” 

“Of  course,”  Alec  said.  But  deep  inside,  he  wondered  what inner turmoil roiled within his familiar—and what he could do to help her out. 

But that would have to wait. Tonight, they’d be sneaking into Dean  Wolfe’s  private  chambers,  going  somewhere  Alec  had  only been invited once. If the search went well, they’d come back with the proof  they  needed.  They’d  reveal  the  whole  conspiracy,  and overthrow the forces of Chaos within the Academy. 

And then, maybe, it would be safe to transport Alison Raleigh back to her people. 

 

Chapter 9







For  the  remainder  of  the  day,  Trystara  did  not  leave  Alec’s side. 

After  the  strange  event  involving  the  Phantasmic  Projector, Alec  wanted  nothing  more  than  to  go  back  to  his  quarters  and continue  interrogating  the  extraordinary  clone  he’d  created  of himself.  But  there  was  so  much  to  do  before  his  and  Trystara’s secret  mission  into  Dean  Wolfe’s  private  quarters.  And  the demoness seemed strangely reluctant to let Alec go off on his own, as  if  fearing  he’d  either  back  down  or  elect  to  run  off  without  her when the time came. Alec wasn’t quite sure what had gotten into his familiar lately, but he hoped he could find some way to fix it sooner, rather than later. 

He  met  up  with  Eleira  for  a  picnic  dinner  just  outside  the Academy grounds, going over the plan in broad strokes. The elf girl gladly would have come along to help, but Alec was firm in wanting to  involve  as  few  people  as  possible.  Being  caught  in  the  Dean’s study  after-hours  was  grounds  for  immediate  expulsion,  no  matter what  the  reason,  so  Alec  was  risking  much  with  his  plan  to  verify Alison Raleigh’s accusations. “I couldn’t live with myself if you had to leave the Academy because of me,” he’d told his girlfriend. 

Then,  after  a  quick  stop  to  Maimonides’s  new  tower-in-waiting to grab the magical batteries he’d left with the gnome, it was time to get to work. 

Alec  knew  better  than  most  students  that  night  time  did  not necessarily mean privacy. But ever since Alison Raleigh was found missing  in  her  cell,  Dean  Wolfe  established  a  strict  curfew  that students were not to be out and about after. More guards filled the hallways than at any time Alec could remember—and not all of them

were the friendly sort who lived on the grounds and saw the student body every day. Some even wore the uniforms of foreign kingdoms. 

One  of  those  guards  strode  down  the  hallway  a  few  feet ahead of Alec, glancing back and forth occasionally at the paintings of former Deans as he walked. A heavy rod with an iron head hung on a strap at his belt—it looked no more dangerous than a walking stick, but Alec knew that with a whispered word, that metallic head would  emit  a  shower  of  sparks  capable  of  knocking  an  assailant unconscious.  He  followed  in  the  guard’s  footsteps,  the  Bloodcloak wrapped  tightly  around  his  shoulders  as  he  tried  not  to  attract  any attention. 

As the guard rounded the corner, Alec glanced up nervously. 

Trystara clung to the ceiling, her claws digging gently into the plaster as  she  made  her  way  across  sideways  like  a  crab.  The  demoness winked  down  at  Alec,  then  crawled  past  the  guard  as  he  moved  in the opposite direction. Dean Wolfe’s quarters lay on the other end, a stone’s throw from the intersection. 

As Alec approached the door, he heard the almost soundless swish  as the demoness landed next to him. She flapped her leathery wings to muffle the noise, but there was still a distinct thump as her claws hit the carpet. 

Down  the  hallway,  the  guard  with  his  rod  gave  a  start.  He turned around, more inquisitive than on high alert. His hand strayed to  his  belt,  two  gloved  fingers  on  the  catch  that  would  release  the weapon. 

Alec moved on instinct. He threw the Bloodcloak over himself and Trystara, concentrating on the dim, claustrophobic study where he’d spoken with the Dean on the previous night.  Please don’t be too far away,  Alec thought, clutching Trystara tightly to ensure all of her was beneath the garment.  Please…

Alec threw back the Bloodcloak, finding himself and Trystara just on the opposite side of the door to the Dean’s study. The cloak had gotten them past the lock—and from how close they’d landed, it had only just been able to move them in time. 

The  guard’s  muffled  footsteps  could  be  heard  from  behind the door. Alec and Trystara froze in place, each searching the other’s eyes  as  the  guard  approached  the  space  where  they’d  just  been. 

Had he seen them? Did he know there was something wicked afoot, or would he dismiss it? 

“I thought there was someone here,” the guard grunted. His voice  sounded  exotic.  He  was  from  one  of  the  Eastern  Kingdoms, near  the  border  where  Alec  had  once  dreamed  of  ranging  with  the King’s Expeditionary Force. “What in the world?” 

Trystara grimaced in the darkness. “Give me the word,” she mouthed,  gesturing  with  her  chin  to  the  knob  on  the  door,  “and  I’ll hop out and take him down.” 

Alec shook his head. He had no illusions: Trystara’s version of   take  him  down  would  leave  the  man  without  a  throat,  and  he’d rather  not  spill  blood  that  evening.  Even  one  body  would  leave evidence  that  they’d  snuck  into  Dean  Wolfe’s  study—and  Alec wanted, no  needed,  plausible deniability. 

It  felt  like  an  eternity  before  the  guard  spoke  again. 

“Whatever,”  the  man  grunted,  his  footsteps  moving  back  down  the hall. “Not paid enough for this…” 

Relief  flooded  Alec’s  bloodstream.  Both  he  and  Trystara slumped  into  each  other,  relaxing  for  long  moments.  Then  they realized where they were, and took a look around. 

“Dean  Wolfe’s  study,”  Trystara  said,  stepping  into  the chamber. “It’s homey, I suppose. If you’re into dungeons, that is…” 

With a grimace of his own, Alec could do nothing but agree. 

The study had looked comfortable enough when Dean Wolfe was in residence,  with  torches  on  the  walls  casting  deep  shadows  on  the massive  bookshelves  and  cabinets  of  curiosities  the  Dean  kept within arm’s length while he was reading or researching. But empty, with a faint sheen of dust on the surfaces from disuse, there was a distinct sensation of foreboding surrounding the chamber. 

With a shrug, Alec reached for one of the crystal batteries on his  belt  and  drew  in  some  of  the  energy.  He  lifted  his  hand,  and  a

ball  of  light  shimmered  into  existence,  floating  a  few  feet  over  his head.  The  orb  cast  much  more  consistent  illumination  than  Dean Wolfe’s  torches  and  robbed  the  room  of  some  of  its  mysterious allure. 

“I’ll  search  his  desk,”  Alec  said,  moving  to  the  other  side  of the  massive  oak  lectern  with  its  legs  carved  into  the  shapes  of mythical beasts. The tea service the Dean had offered to Alec on his last  visit  sat  disused  in  a  corner,  an  unlikely  place  to  hide  a communication  device  between  the  leader  of  the  Royal  Academy and the forces of Chaos. “Hey, careful with that!” 

Trystara  held  a  sculpture  of  a  gorgon  in  her  claws  and  was gazing greedily at a belt of gems around the figure’s waist. “I wasn’t going to do anything,” the demoness protested, slipping it back onto its  shelf.  “Like  I  need  money,  anyway.  All  I  need  is  some  delicious spiders. Oh, and my friends, of course.” 

“Of course,” Alec agreed. 

None of the drawers in the Dean’s desk had even the most rudimentary  lock  on  them.  Alec  thrilled  at  this,  only  to  be disappointed  when  he  found  nothing  but  a  few  papers  and  office supplies  like  quills  in  the  various  drawers.  Dean  Wolfe’s  desk  was even more boring than the monks back at the Archon Temple! 

“The  communication  device  could  be  anything,”  Alec grumbled,  plopping  down  in  the  Dean’s  chair.  He  noted  with  some surprise that it was far more comfortable than the one guests sat in, so much so that he felt his eyes growing heavy almost immediately. 

Passing  out  in  the  Dean’s  study  would  be  a  major  mistake.  “Or almost   anything,”  he  added,  stifling  a  yawn.  “Do  you  detect  any magic in the room, Trystara?” 

“Oh,  loads  of  it,”  the  demoness  said  breezily.  She  moved from  shelf  to  shelf,  checking  out  the  titles  of  various  tomes  with  a black-tipped  claw.  “You  know,  I  said  all  a  demoness  needs  is company  and  lots  of  spiders,  but  there   is  something  to  be  said  for books.  You  can  step  into  a  whole  new  world  with  a  book—and sometimes, they open up new worlds, too—” 

Trystara  tugged  the  book  she’d  been  looking  at  out  of  its space  on  the  shelf  with  a  flourish,  throwing  a  fist  in  the  air  and grinning. Alec waited, but nothing happened—other than a few of the other titles on the same shelf tipping over. 

“You  have  to  admit,”  the  demoness  said,  putting  the  book back  with  a  chastened  expression,  “if  that  had  been  the  lever  that opened up a secret compartment in here, that would’ve been a pretty remarkable moment!” 

Alec hadn’t even thought about secret compartments. A book that opened up a hidden wall was a cliche, but it was also the kind of idea  that  appealed  to  his  boyish  sensibilities—which  meant  that Dean Wolfe might entertain the same method, as well. 

“This  is  useless,”  Alec  said,  putting  a  hand  to  his  forehead. 

“It’ll  take  all  night  just  to  check  each  of  these  books—and  none  of them are probably special to begin with. There’s just too many things in here that could be the device…” 

From the look on her face, Trystara wasn’t about to give up so  easily.  “You  could  let  me  smash  the  place,”  the  demoness suggested,  a  wicked  light  glinting  in  her  eyes.  “Whatever’s  letting Dean  Wolfe  communicate  with  the  outside  world  is  probably enchanted, so an ordinary attack wouldn’t be able to destroy it. Once this  whole  bookshelf  is  in  splinters,  it  should  be  pretty  easy  to  see any hidden switches or enchantments…” 

“And  anyone  who  comes  in  here  will  know  someone ransacked  the  place,”  Alec  countered.  “Plus,  we  don’t  even  know Dean  Wolfe  really   is   evil!  Alison  Raleigh  could  be  lying  to  us—

Archon knows she’s got enough reasons to.” 

“Yeah,” Trystara said with a shrug. “But you don’t think she’s making this up. And I don’t either.” 

Alec  couldn’t  argue  with  her.  “Keep  searching,”  he  said, scrutinizing  a  cabinet  full  of  artifacts  near  the  rear  of  the  study. 

“We’ve got all night to sift through this place—as long as that guard doesn’t hear us and decide to check the place out.” 

“If he does, I’ll make sure he regrets it,” Trystara said, lifting the edge of one of the tapestries on the wall. “Hey, Alec?” 

Alec glanced over his shoulder. There was a jewel-encrusted seashell inside the cabinet that looked like it just might let him hear more  than  the  ocean  if  he  held  it  up  to  his  ear,  and  he  wanted  to check it for enchantments. “Yes?” 

There was a strange look on the demoness’s face. “Isn’t this the wall with the hallway on the other side?” 

Alec felt his brows furrow together as he pictured it. “It’s the same side as the study door,” he said, dismissing the question with a gesture. “So yes.” 

Trystara gripped the tapestry in her fist. Alec was about to cry out a warning when the demoness ripped the thing right off the wall, tugging it free of the golden hoops holding it to the wall. “Then where does  this  lead!?” 

Alec  stood  frozen  in  his  tracks.  Just  behind  the  tapestry, which  he  now  saw  showed  a  historical  scene  from  the  end  of  the Great Mage War, was a simple wooden door. It didn’t look like much compared to the massive, ornate entrance way to the Dean’s study

—it was, in fact, the kind of door one could see a dozen times each day without thinking that a room or set of rooms lay behind it. Only one thing set it apart from any of the doors in the dining hall, or the dormitories. 

It  was  as  Trystara  said—the  door  was  on  the  same  side  of the wall as the entrance. Nothing lay behind it save a few inches of stone, then the hallway. So where  did  it leave? 

Without  saying  a  word,  Alec  walked  to  the  study  door  and pushed it open a few inches. Leaning against the doorway, he saw the hallway in one eye and the study in the other. Perhaps a finger’s width of stone wall stood between the two views. 

“That is… peculiar,” Alec said, closing the door before one of the  guards  could  come  patrolling  down  that  hallway.  “We  were looking  for  an   item,  but…  could  this  be  how  Dean  Wolfe communicates with his contacts outside of the Royal Academy?” 

Trystara  traced  the  knob  with  her  claws,  looking  at  the unassuming  door  with  something  akin  to  wonder.  “It  very  much could,”  she  murmured,  taking  a  step  backward.  “Does  this  door remind you of anything, Alec?” 

It took a moment for her words to sink in and make sense—

and when they did, the comparison hit him so hard he did a double-take. “The House of Doors,” he said, his jaw dropping open. “It looks just like one of its entrances.” 

Alec  was  momentarily  taken  aback  by  the  resemblance. 

There was no way the House of Doors could have an exit that led to the heart of the Royal Academy. Could it? Uriel Diamondspear would certainly  have  made  note  of  such  a  shortcut—it  would  have  made the  journey  to  the  Royal  Academy  quite  a  bit  easier,  requiring  no airship. 

 If  he  knows  about  it,  that  is,  Alec  thought.  From  what Maimonides had told him, quite a lot about the House of Doors was still poorly understood. The mystery only deepened as Alec put his hand on the knob and found it turned easily. 

 Not locked,  mage and familiar thought as one, locking eyes. 

Trystara bit her lip, excitement thrilling through her. She looked more like  herself  than  she  had  since  she’d  feasted  on  that  oversized spider—as if all her worries and cares had dropped right off her. 

“You want to go in?” Trystara asked, wiggling her eyebrows. 

“If  we  don’t  go  in,  it’s  not  really  proof,  is  it?  This  door  could  open anywhere—it  could  be  an  enchanted  storage  room,  or  a  shortcut back to Dean Wolfe’s summer cabin or something disappointing like that. We won’t really  know  unless we look…” 

The  demoness’s  attempt  to  convince  him  wasn’t  necessary. 

Alec  had  to  know  what  lay  behind  this  door.  Alison  Raleigh’s trustworthiness hung in the balance, along with so much more. 

What  lay  behind  the  door  was   not   a  storage  room  or  the closet of a summer cabin. Alec and Trystara found themselves in a narrow  hallway  of  stone,  stretching  out  into  the  darkness  and

punctuated every few feet with greasy torches. The pair made their way hesitant through the near darkness, sticking close together. 

“We should be in the hallway,” Trystara murmured, staring up at the chamber’s ceiling as if she expected it to cave in. “And  now  we ought to be in the west lecture hall. Now the grain storage…” 

“This isn’t the Royal Academy,” Alec whispered, as if it truly needed to be said. He wasn’t sure  where  the door had taken them, exactly.  It  didn’t  quite  feel  like  the  House  of  Doors,  but  that  could have been the cramped confines instead of the House’s magisterial splendor.  “Maybe  we  should  turn  back.  Get  the  others  and  come armed for bear, in case this is something we can’t handle…” 

Beyond a bend in the track, the cavern opened up. Pale light shone from the exit, beyond which was a landscape like nothing Alec had ever seen before.  Not the Royal Academy,  he thought, taking in the sights before him with a shocked expression.  This isn’t even the same continent! Is it? 

They stood in the middle of a humid, greasy jungle, beneath a  roiling  sky  of  red  clouds.  The  trees  nearest  the  path  showed evidence  of  having  been  burnt  and  cut,  as  if  the  jungle  were  in  a constant battle with whatever forces had carved this chunk out of it and  pushed  back  its  natural  contours.  The  sounds  of  birds  and animals  filled  the  air,  their  calls  unable  to  be  matched  to  anything Alec or Trystara had encountered around the Royal Academy. 

“This is… I didn’t expect this at all,” Trystara said, gazing up at  that  churning  red  sky.  “Normally,  I’d  suggest  you  let  me  fly  over and check out the landscape, but I’m a little worried what I might find up there.” 

“Don’t  risk  yourself,”  Alec  said,  moving  forward.  “We’re  not explorers, Trystara. We’re looking for proof that Dean Wolfe is allied with  Chaos.  Once  we  have  it,  we  get  out  of  here  and  back  to  the Academy.” 

The  demoness  glanced  around  at  the  exotic  forest  around her, giving Alec a strange smile. “I’m not saying this is one hundred

percent  proof  of  evil,”  she  purred,  speaking  as  if  to  herself,  “but there’s definitely something funny going on…” 

Just as the path began to widen to resemble an actual road rather than a trail through the woods, it terminated unexpectedly in a wall  that  stretched  into  the  sky.  Bare  black  stone  stretched  to  the horizon on both sides, so high that it made Alec feel as if he’d found himself at the bottom of a canyon and was looking at the crest far, far above. 

“This  isn’t  any  kingdom  you  know  of,  is  it?”  Alec  asked, glancing  back  at  his  familiar.  “Surely  a  wall  like  this  would  be  the envy of every King—I’d have heard about it in school.” 

“This  is  no  kingdom  of  man  or  elf,”  Trystara  agreed,  gazing up  and  up  at  the  massive  wall.  “What  it   is,  I  haven’t  decided  yet. 

Maybe that building has some answers.” 

It  took  Alec  some  squinting  to  see  what  the  demoness pointed  at.  Nestled  in  the  shadow  of  the  wall  was  a  small  building like a garrison, covered with thick moss that stretched back into the trees of the jungle like a child’s blanket. Compared to the ridiculously tall  structure  next  to  it,  it  appeared  short  and  squat—but  as  they drew  closer,  Alec  realized  the  outbuilding  itself  was  surprisingly large, as well. 

Trystara drew up short before the mossy arch that made up the  entrance.  “I’ve  changed  my  mind,”  she  said  suddenly,  tasting something  in  the  wind.  “We’ve  got  what  we’re  looking  for.  If  Dean Wolfe  has  a  portal  in  his  study  leading  to  this  place,  he’s   definitely evil. Either that or he’s just completely insane.” 

Alec wanted mightily to just agree with Trystara. But that was his fear talking—the part of him that wanted to go back to where it was  safe  and  warm,  where  he  and  his  friends  could  live  their  lives without danger lurking in every corner. If Alec wanted to  truly  create that world, he’d have to face his fears head-on. 

He  pulled  the  Bloodcloak  tighter,  making  sure  he  had  the Diamondspear and the Shield Ring close at hand. 

“All  we’ve  seen  proof  of  so  far  is  that  Dean  Wolfe  is  a  far stranger  person  than  we  expected,”  Alec  said  firmly.  “That’s  not enough  to  condemn  a  man.  I  won’t  start  a  civil  war  in  the  Royal Academy  without  absolute,  incontrovertible  proof  Dean  Wolfe  is allied with the forces of Chaos.” 

“You  mean  you  won’t  agree  to  help   Alison  Raleigh  without proof,” Trystara said, though she followed Alec to the entrance of the strange  building  without  hesitation.  The  moss  that  had  covered  the rest  of  the  structure  had  mercifully  left  the  entrance  mostly unscathed, so that all that was needed to clear a path to the handle was  for  Trystara  to  rake  a  few  curtains  of  the  stuff  away  with  her claws. 

To both mage and familiar’s surprise, the door did not appear to  be  locked.  It  swung  inward  without  complaint,  revealing  walls  so clean  and  evenly  cut  they  appeared  to  have  been  carved  by  the Archon  himself,  rather  than  by  skilled  artisans.  Alec  and  Trystara hastened inside, the heavy door swinging shut behind them as they adjusted to their surroundings. 

It did not take Alec long to realize that this building functioned as a sort of control room for the great wall just beyond it. The interior was  one  large  room,  with  a  partition  near  the  back  subdividing  the chamber into a main hall and a small sleeping chamber. In the center of the room lay a raised dais, with steps on each side leading up to it.  Trystara  jumped  over  the  stairs  entirely,  landing  with  a  flutter  of wings as she examined the machinery at the dais’s heart. 

A  low  growl  escaped  the  demoness’s  throat.  “This  is  bad, Alec,” she said, shaking her head. “Really, really bad.” 

Alec climbed the steps, intent on seeing what she meant. At first, he couldn’t understand the import of the device beneath him—it appeared to be a small maze of some kind. Looking at it reminded Alec  of  the  wooden  toys  some  of  the  boys  at  the  Archon  Temple played  with—those  had  a  small  metallic  ball  inside,  and  tilting  the device would allow the child to navigate the marble through the halls and  to  the  exit.  Only  this  couldn’t  be  moved.  It  was  a  solid  slab  of

stone,  with  a  needle-like  spear  of  shiny  obsidian  in  the  center, covered in small spines. 

“It’s  a  sigil,”  Trystara  explained,  once  she  saw  the  look  of confusion  on  Alec’s  face.  “Filling  it  no  doubt  causes  that  great  big door  in  the  wall  behind  us  to  open  up.  This  is  definitely  the  kind  of security measure the forces of Chaos tend to favor.” 

“Fill it with  what?” Alec asked, still not understanding. 

Trystara  stared  at  him  evenly.  “Why,  blood  of  course,”  the demoness said gravely. 

Alec’s eyes widened. He tried to imagine how much blood it would take to fill the contours of that great stone plate, and felt a bit queasy.  Simply  pricking  one’s  finger  or  slashing  a  palm  on  one  of those obsidian spines wouldn’t do the trick. Not even close. 

“Hello?  What’s  this?”  Without  waiting  for  Alec  to  respond, Trystara took off. Her wings carried her across the room, toward the section  of  the  chamber  partitioned  off  as  a  kind  of  makeshift bedroom. A small cot lay on the other side of the curtain, and next to it on a small table, was a thick tome bound in leathery hide. 

Trystara  carried  the  book  back  up  to  Alec,  faintly  trembling with  excitement.  “Do  you  recognize  this?”  she  asked,  gesturing  at the  symbol  on  the  front  of  the  tome.  She  held  it  out  to  him  as  if nearness would make him remember. “Look!” 

Alec squinted as he took the book from Trystara. Its ancient leather crackled beneath the pads of his fingers as he brushed them across  the  cover,  and  he  got  the  distinct  impression  that  whatever this book had once been bound in was not ordinary leather. Across the  front  in  a  red  script  so  garish  it  made  his  eyes  water  was  a complicated  symbol,  which  appeared  to  be  made  up  of  several symbols overlapping each other into a larger one. 

He stared at the cover for a long time, trying to make sense of it. Then Alec flipped the book open and leafed through the pages. 

Each was thin as cheesecloth, yet so flexible he could have tugged with his whole hand without tearing through a single sheet. 

“I  don’t  recognize  this  language,”  he  murmured,  closing  the book.  “These  runes.  They’re  as  foreign  to  me  as  those  inside  the Diamondspear grimoire.” 

Trystara  nodded  like  she’d  expected  this.  “This,”  she  said, tapping the cover with a black-tipped nail, “is the sigil of Chaos.” 

Alec’s  heart  skipped  a  beat.  If  Trystara  was  right,  then  this book was the proof they’d been looking for. “You’re sure?” 

Trystara  took  the  book  back  and  made  a  show  of  flipping through its pages. “I can’t read this,” the demoness admitted, “but I bet  I  know  who  can.  Your  uncle,  Uriel  Diamondspear.  Let’s  get  the book  to  him,  and  he’ll  be  able  to  translate  it  for  us—or  he’ll  know someone  who  can.  I  bet  the  names  of   everyone   involved  in  the conspiracy are somewhere in this book, not just Dean Wolfe’s.” 

The  demoness  spoke  as  if  the  matter  were  already  settled. 

Realizing that made Alec’s head swim a little bit, his eyes watering with the realization.  Alison Raleigh was telling the truth,  he thought—

though he’d known it all along. He just hadn’t wanted to believe it. 

Dean Jonas Wolfe was a spy for Chaos. Along with Archon only knew how many other teachers and faculty, right in the middle of the Royal Academy. 

Alec couldn’t deny it any longer. “Alright,” he said, taking the heavy tome and slipping it into his robes. “We’ve got what we came for then, Trystara. Let’s get out of here.” He gave the strange room filled with machinery a final glance, shuddering. “You’re not the only one disturbed the look of this place.” 

As  the  pair  made  to  leave,  Trystara  sidled  up  beside  Aled, her face a study in worry. 

“So  this  means  you  have  to  keep  your  promise  to  Alison, don’t  you?”  the  demoness  asked.  “You  know  you  could  just  not  tell her  you  found  all  this.  I’d  certainly  keep  my  mouth  shut  about  this expedition if you asked me to…” 

Alec  was  about  to  chide  her  for  even  suggesting  such  a deception when a shadow moved in front of the exit. 

 

Chapter 10







A  large  figure  stepped  into  the  doorway,  blocking  their  exit back to the strange landscape and its churning crimson sky. Trystara didn’t hesitate—the demoness shoved Alec backward, shielding him and the book with her body. 

“It’s  a  trap!”  Trystara  growled,  bearing  her  fangs  as  she transformed into a more demonic version of herself. “Picking up the book must have activated it!” 

Alec  turned  just  in  time  to  see  two  more  figures  enter  the chamber. None of the three were even remotely human—or magical, for  that  matter.  They  stood  well  over  six  feet  in  height,  grotesque contraptions  of  metal  and  wood  and  crystal  that  mixed  all  three elements to create something more terrifying than either could do all on  its  own.  All  three  of  them  walked  with  identical  movements—a herky-jerky,  stop  and  start  motion  that  reminded  Alec  of  the  simple contraptions  monks  could  use  to  animate  pictures.  Only  there  was nothing soothing and delightful about these beings. 

“Unauthorized  intruder,”  the  figure  standing  closest  to  the entrance said. Its voice was a gravely monotone, sounding unnatural to Alec’s ears. “You have ten seconds to provide your sigil. Failure to do so will be met with lethal force.” 

“Oh, I’ve got your sigil  right here, ” Trystara growled, her eyes flashing red as she gave into her demonic nature. “Can’t you see it?” 

To  Alec’s  surprise,  the  figure  stepped  forward  as  if  to  get  a better  look.  Whatever  it  is,  it  doesn’t  understand  sarcasm,  Alec realized.  Of course it doesn’t.  It stepped into the torchlight.  It’s some kind of magical machine…

What Alec had at first taken as either armor or some sort of hideous  enchantment  was  actually  the  creature’s  flesh.  Not  that  it

 had  flesh—it was entirely mechanical, just like its fellows. All three of the  figures  waded  toward  the  center  of  the  room,  rocking  like clockwork on their heels as they approached the dais. 

“You  have  not  provided  your  sigil,”  the  first  figure  droned  in that  too-casual  rasp.  “Surrender  now  and  you  will  be  captured. 

Resist and we will have no choice but to destroy you.” 

“We’ll  be  captured?”  Alec  asked  the  thing.  “Captured  for who? ” 

The thing let out a whirring noise but did not reply. 

“Don’t bother,” Trystara snarled, backing up toward the center of  the  dais  as  the  three  things  closed  in.  “I’ve  heard  of  these monstrosities.  They’re  called   golems:  mechanical  creatures  with  no mind or will of their own. They wouldn’t tell us who built them even if they could.” 

 Golems,  Alec  thought.  What  sort  of  power  could  create creatures like these? Beings not born of flesh and blood, but built like a tower or a bridge? 

“Lethal force authorized,” one of the two golems behind Alec hummed.  A  moment  later,  the  third  one  chimed  in  with  the  same message, then lifted its crystal leg onto the bottom step of the dais. 

Alec and Trystara shared a look.  Time to get to work. 

The  Diamondspear  left  Alec’s  robes  with  a  metallic   shing. 

The familiar fog of battle-awareness filled his senses as he held the ancestral weapon of the Diamondspear clan, muting his worries and filling  his  veins  with  the  desire  to  smash  these  mechanical monstrosities to bits. He could feel their eyes swivel like toys as they adjusted to the sight of his weapon, and could feel them reassessing which of the pair was a greater threat. 

Alec  held  the  Bloodcloak  tighter  around  his  shoulders  and smiled.  You have no idea,  he thought, willing the garment into action. 

In a flash, Alec no longer stood upon the dais. He teleported in  a  blink,  dropping  smoothly  behind  the  pair  of  golems  ascending the  steps.  Before  either  one  of  the  metal  monsters  could  turn  their

wooden  heads  to  see  where  he’d  gone,  he  struck  out  with  the Diamondspear,  aiming  on  instinct  where  the  third  golem’s  heart would be if it were a human. 

The knife pierced the golem’s metallic back, sinking into the gears. 

A  pain  like  being  roasted  alive  flared  up  Alec’s  arm,  nearly knocking him unconscious. 

He  dropped  the  Diamondspear,  leaping  backward  as  the golem swung one fist like a club. The metal spear protruded from the monster’s back, but now bolts of lightning soared up and down the hilt  like  sparks.  Whatever  Alec  had  hit  inside  the  creature  had  hurt the  golem  soundly—but  had  also  sent  an  electric  shock  through Alec’s body. His whole spear arm had gone numb, wisps of smoking rising from his singed fingertips. 

The first golem charged up the steps toward Trystara, steam hissing from the back of its neck. But the demoness was no longer there.  She  dove  from  the  top  of  the  platform,  letting  out  a  bestial howl as she pounced on the same golem that Alec had pierced with the  Diamondspear.  Her  claws  sank  into  the  wooden  portions  of  its head,  ripping  and  tearing  with  savage  strength  as  the  surprised automaton tried to shake her loose. 

“We have to kill it!” Trystara yelled, catching Alec’s attention as he stared at his still-numb arm. “You won’t be able to touch your spear when it’s like this—to shut off the current, you have to stop the machine!” 

The  golem  had  already  adjusted  to  the  spear  in  its  back, turning a wound into a weapon. It flipped onto its stomach, swinging the  rod  upward  so  that  it  came  into  contact  with  Trystara’s  leg. 

Another one of those electrical shocks shot through the demoness, and she let go of the golem, rolling down the stairs like a child’s toy. 

“Trys!” Alec roared, his vision going red. “Are you alright?” 

The  demoness  reached  her  feet  unsteadily,  stepping backward just as the second golem removed some sort of hose from between its chest and its left shoulder. This automaton seemed less

well cared for than its fellows—gray soot covered its metallic parts, and  the  crystals  studding  its  arms  and  legs  gleamed  with  less  light than the other two’s limbs. If this was the oldest, the weakest of the three, perhaps Alec and Trystara should unite and take it down first. 

That’s what Alec told himself, anyway. Right before the hose activated  and  showed  him   exactly   why  the  second  golem  was  so sooty. 

A  gout  of  flame  erupted  from  the  hose,  spraying  like  water from  an  overturned  cistern.  Trystara  let  out  a  scream  as  she  took flight, her head bumping into the ceiling as she shot like a firecracker away  from  the  living,  writhing  tendril  of  flame.  Unlike  the  fires  that burned in the hearths at the Royal Academy, these flames were not extinguished when they hit the ground—the hose let loose some kind of liquid along with the flame, which strangely did not douse the fire but caused it to keep burning along the floors and walls. 

The sight of it made Alec’s heart flutter. A sick smell filled the chamber  as  the  golem  let  loose,  covering  the  dais  with  the  ever-burning flame as it tried to refocus its aim on the airborne demoness. 

Not even the strange slab with the maze of blood to fill was spared—

which  told  Alec  the  mechanisms  that  worked  the  great  door  in  the wall behind the building were very powerful and resilient, indeed. 

The  third  golem  stepped  around  the  growing  pool  of  flame, the  sparking  hilt  of  the  Diamondspear  still  protruding  from  its  back. 

Alec knew he had to retrieve his weapon from inside of the golem—

without it, both he and Trystara would be sitting ducks. 

He  looked  at  the  sparking  spear.  Then  down  at  the  band  of crystals  at  his  belt,  each  humming  with  arcane  energy.  Energy  that could be stored in his body, or discharged if need be…

 That’s crazy,  Alec told himself.  I could never hold so much. 

Trystara  dove  from  the  ceiling  as  the  second  golem  finally figured  out  how  to  arc  its  spray  at  the  proper  angle  to  assault  the demoness. She let out a roar as she landed on an edge of the slab, surrounded on all sides by liquid lava. At the pool’s other edge, the first golem shouted warnings in that bizarre monotone, swinging its

limbs  in  broad  strikes  to  try  and  knock  Trystara  into  the  mixture  of flame. 

The creature’s strikes were so lazy that Trystara could dodge them easily. But where she stood, perched like a gargoyle above a sea of makeshift lava, only one hit would send her sprawling into the fire. 

“Trystara,  I’ve  got  an  idea!”  Alec  moved  toward  the  second golem,  reaching  for  the  crystals  on  his  belt.  “Keep  those  other  two golems off me for just a minute!” 

“Already  on  it!”  the  demoness  replied  with  a  laugh.  Both  of the other golems were doing their best to swat or spray her out of the air, but no simple automaton could keep up with Trystara. She traced a merry dance in the air, ducking and diving like a hummingbird as she confounded the two golems. 

Alec knew she gave the impression she could do this all day, but one mistake would end his familiar.  Just hold on for a minute,  he thought, trusting in Trystara to keep any errant blows from his back. 

The  second  golem  had  moved  away  from  the  battle, prioritizing the Diamondspear embedded in its back. Every swing of the  rod  sent  sparks  of  energy  through  the  air,  but  also  caused  the knife-end  of  the  spear  to  twist  in  the  automaton’s  guts,  causing  it more  damage.  Alec  advanced  on  it,  grimacing  with  purpose  as  he tugged power out of the first crystal on his belt. 

It  was  that  same  strange  energy  from  Maimonides’s  lab. 

Alec’s skin rippled as the second golem turned toward him, its eyes irising as it switched its attention to the mage in its midst. In a flash, Alec’s  skin  had  turned  hard  and  unyielding,  like  a  rock  or  a  crab’s shell. 

The  extra  armor  provided  him  protection  against  blunt damage or sharp objects, but would do nothing against the golem’s lightning-like  energy  that  powered  it.  Alec  watched  the  creature realize this, then start forward again, ratcheting its torso sideways to turn the spear into a veritable cone of electric death. 

That  wasn’t  why  Alec  had  activated  the  battery.  He  just needed all the crystals in his belt empty for what he was about to do. 

A golden glow suffused the last crystal that had been filled in Maimonides’s  laboratory.  Alec  gripped  it,  tasting  the  flame  energy within,  then  drained  the  whole  thing  behind  him  in  one  insane, wasteful burst. It would have turned a human opponent to ashes, but the golem hardly felt it. Again, that wasn’t the point. 

Alec  glanced  between  the  crystals  at  his  belt  and  the sparking hilt of the Diamondspear.  Hopefully  these  batteries  will  be enough. They had better be enough…

Sensing victory, the golem advanced, wielding the embedded spear like a club. 

Alec  watched  it  swing  back  and  forth,  almost  like  a hypnotist’s  pocket  watch.  Behind  the  golem,  Trystara  moved  like  a dancer as she jumped from tiny safe spot to tiny safe spot, playing a literal  game  of  the  ‘ floor  is  lava’   amusement  Alec  and  some  of  the other  foundlings  had  played  as  children.  Soon,  there’d  be  nowhere left for the demoness to land. 

 This is going to hurt,  Alec thought, jumping at the golem. 

He  watched  the  creature’s  mechanical  eyes  widen.  A moment before Alec did what he did, he saw understanding bloom in the thing’s clockwork brain—but it was far too late to pull back, to get out  of  the  way.  Alec  had  proved  too  inviting  of  a  target,  and  he’d given himself up so easily by putting himself in range. 

As the sparking hilt of the Diamondspear swung toward him, Alec reached out—and casually grabbed it. 

This  time,  he  was  ready.  Alec  opened  the  chasm  within himself  as  wide  as  it  would  go,  pouring  the  electric  energy  that pulsed  in  the  golem’s  heart  directly  into  himself.  With  the  hand  not holding  the  Diamondspear,  he  grabbed  the  first  crystal  at  his  belt, shunting the energy into the magical battery. 

His alchemy teacher would have been proud of him—or the poor  fellow  would  have  gone  into  conniptions.  Alec  made  his  own

body a conduit for the golem’s mechanical power, draining it straight from the beast’s clockwork heart and into the batteries at his belt. 

The golem bleated like a wounded sheep, trying to pull away. 

But  the  spear  wouldn’t  move.  The  energy  pierced  Alec  to  the  spot, the arm holding the Diamondspear trembling so hard he thought his fingers would fall off. 

Alec knew the amount of current running through him at that moment  was  far  in  excess  of  what  it  would  take  to  kill  a  human being. Were it not for his ability to absorb the elements around him, he’d have been dead the moment he refused to lift his fingers from the  metallic  spear.  As  it  was,  the  pain  was  nearly  blinding.  The energy  remained  in  Alec  for  a  fraction  of  an  instant  before  being shunted  into  each  of  the  crystals,  but  that  much  pain  can  cause  a fraction  of  an  instant  to  feel  like  a  much,  much   longer  amount  of time. 

“Alec,  no! ”  Trystara  howled.  His  familiar  didn’t  understand, not yet. She only saw Alec consumed by the electricity, smoke rising from his clothing as each of the crystals at his belt began to glow. 

Alec felt one crystal reach its breaking point and switched to another, then another.  Give up!  He silently yelled at the golem.  How much power can you possibly have!? 

As if in response to his request, the glowing clockwork at the heart  of  the  golem  began  to  dim.  What  had  been  a  flood  of  power slowed  to  a  trickle,  the  great  beast  slumping  over  as  the  circuits within it broke one after the other. 

Alec  screamed,  lightning  escaping  his  open  mouth  as  he absorbed the golem’s heart. 

When the flood finally ended, Alec was left holding his spear

—with a smoking ruin on the other end. All but one of the crystals at his belt were full to bursting with the electrical power that animated the golem—and the final crystal pulsed as if it were near to the brim as well. 

Still  in  great  pain,  Alec  tugged  the  spear  free  from  the automaton,  watching  as  the  remains  of  the  golem  collapsed  into  a

pile of rubble before his eyes. Most of his clothes had been burned away in the flood, and scorch marks covered his skin in more places than not. 

Yet he’d never felt more alive. Absorbing an entire golem—it was the kind of thing legends were made out of. The sort of exploits normally only attributed to the Archon himself. 

The  remaining  two  golems  stared  at  Alec  blankly,  their mechanical  minds  struggling  to  understand  what  they’d  just witnessed. 

“Does  not  compute,”  the  first  automaton  bleeped,  its  head quivering as if in fear as it stared from its shattered fellow to the man who’d absorbed its power. “Does… not… compute…” 

“One down,” Alec growled, infusing a bit of the electric power into the hilt of the Diamondspear. Sparks flew from the knife tip, but they no longer hurt him. Now they  served  him. “Two to go.” 

The  second  golem  turned  dully  toward  Alec,  the  hose connected  to  its  chest  already  exploding  with  rippling  waves  of flame.  Alec  grabbed  the  mostly  filled  crystal  at  his  belt  and  swung the Diamondspear, releasing an arc of electricity across the chamber that  moved  like  it  had  a  mind  of  its  own.  It  struck  the  golem, staggering it backward for a brief moment and tilting its hose of flame toward its own feet. 

Alec advanced, reaching for the other crystals at his belt as he  swung  the  spear.  He  could  drain  this  golem  the  same  way  he’d done to the previous one: it would hurt, to be sure, but it would also save them both. He’d take a little pain if it was what was necessary to win the day. 

But a moment later, he no longer needed to. 

Trystara pounced on the stunned golem from behind, shoving with  all  her  might.  At  the  same  time,  she  dealt  a  swift  kick  to  its crystal knee, slamming the back of her horned heel against it like a croquet  mallet.  The  crystal  shattered,  and  the  golem,  already  off-balance, toppled forward and tipped over like a goblet on the edge of a table. 

The mechanical automaton fell face-first into its own spewing pool  of  fire,  the  flames  eager  to  devour  their  own  creation.  The portions  of  the  golem  fashioned  from  wood  went  up  in  moments, exploding  like  kindling  tossed  into  a  roaring  bonfire  as  an  inhuman trilling escaped what was left of the golem’s throat. The rest of it was consumed not long after, huge clouds of black smoke rising from the thing’s overcooked body as it sank into the flames. 

Trystara  jumped  off  the  golem’s  back  a  moment  before  the liquid lava reached her, her wings spreading as she turned her leap into a graceful dive. She landed next to Alec in a pile of giggles, filled with almost girlish glee at the chaos the two of them were causing. 

“Look at this place!” the demoness growled, gesturing at the two broken, smoldering bodies of the golems. “They never expected a mage like you to try breaking into here, that’s for sure!” 

“Or  a  mage  with  a  familiar  like  you,”  Alec  said,  beaming  at Trystara with pride. “That was a nice move, turning the mechanical’s own flames on it.” 

“I learned it from watching you!” Trystara said excitedly. “You ate  a golem’s  heart, Alec! Do you have any idea how utterly insane that is?” 

He  did.  The  power  still  thrummed  within  him,  even  after discharging  as  much  of  the  current  as  he  could.  Dimly,  in  a  part  of his  brain  that  hadn’t  been  consumed  with  the  battle,  he  worried  if he’d  feel  any  long-term  effects  from  holding  that  much  energy,  if even for a short time. But in the moment, he discarded his worries. 

Together,  mage  and  familiar  turned  to  the  final  golem, standing atop the dais like the last kid left on a kickball team. 


“If that thing had any sense,” Trystara growled, “it would run. 

Unfortunately, whoever made it didn’t give it any. It’s going to fight to the death, whether we like it or not.” 

“Lethal force authorized,”    the golem bleated, as if the events of the last few minutes hadn’t happened at all. “You will surrender, at which point you will be captured and left for my master. Otherwise, you shall be destroyed.” 

“It’s  you  who’s  about  to  be  destroyed,”  Alec  said,  switching the Diamondspear to a two-handed grip. “Unless you want to tell me who this master of yours is?” 

Alec didn’t expect a response, so he was surprised when the automaton spoke. Though to be sure, it was the kind of answer you could only get from a machine. 

“He  is  the  Creator,”  the  golem  said  in  that  off-putting monotone.  “I  will  disable  you  and  capture  you  until  he  can  retrieve you himself. Fail to comply and you will be destroyed.” 

Alec shook his head, unable to believe what he was hearing. 

Were this a human opponent, he’d accuse the man or woman of an almost impossible degree of arrogance—but this was a machine. A machine that could only do what it was built to do. 

“Come on then,” Alec said, twirling the Diamondspear in his hands. “What are you waiting for? Don’t we need to be captured?” 

The  golem  didn’t  move.  Instead,  it  surveyed  the  patches  of liquid fire covering the dais, separating it from Alec and Trystara. 

“There  are…  obstacles  in  my  path,”  the  creature  finally admitted.  Its  monotone  almost  sounded  despairing  now.  “I  cannot engage.” 

Something  shifted  inside  of  Alec.  For  a  moment,  the  thing had sounded like more than just a mere machine. 

“Then let’s talk about this,” Alec said, holding out a hand. “Tell me  some  more  about  your  master,  creature.  Is  his  name  in  this book?” 

As he spoke, Alec held up the thick tome. The golem’s eyes performed that strange motion all of the automatons did when it saw something it wished to focus on—like a looking-glass snapping open. 

“Yes,”  the  golem  finally  said.  “This  is  why  it  is  forbidden  to remove  from  the  Threshold  Chamber.  The  Book  of  the  Guilty  must remain firmly in place in order for the apparatus to work.” 

Alec’s  brain  sputtered  on  about  a  half-dozen  words  in  the automaton’s statement. 

“Threshold  Chamber?”  he  asked,  glancing  up  at  the  fire-covered slab. 

“The Book of the Guilty,” Trystara said with a snort. “Seems like whoever your master is, they know they’re on the wrong side of this conflict.” 

The golem gave a mechanical shrug, its gears grinding within the metallic shell of its armor. “Failure to comply,” it said, returning to that bland monotone. “Surrender now, and you will be captured. Any resistance and lethal force will be authorized—” 

That  was  as  far  as  the  automaton  got.  Alec  held  the Diamondspear  out  before  him  like  a  dowsing  rod,  aiming  at  the golem. At the same time, he reached out for each of the batteries at his  belt,  drawing  the  hissing  and  spitting  electrical  energy  into himself and discharging it through the rod. 

A bolt of lightning shot across the chamber, bringing with it a roar of thunder so loud it nearly left Alec and Trystara deaf. The bolt struck  the  golem  square  in  the  chest,  blowing  out  its  circuits  in  a single  wave  of  pure  electrical  energy.  The  light  in  the  creature’s mechanical eyes died, and it slumped forward, nothing but a pile of inanimate objects once more. 

Alec  closed  his  eyes,  riding  the  sensation  of  the  tumult draining from him. His numbed arm sizzled with something between pain  and  soothing  pleasure,  the  floor  vibrating  beneath  him  as  the remainder of his power coursed deep into the earth to dissipate. 

When he opened his eyes, Trystara had landed on top of the dead golem and was bashing its face in. 

“Hey! What are you doing?” Alec stepped around one of the few  pools  of  liquid  fire  remaining  on  the  dais  as  he  made  his  way over  to  the  demoness.  Without  the  constant  spray  of  burning  liquid from the second golem, the unfailing flames had finally begun to dim and  sputter,  their  fuel  exhausted.  “That  seems  like  adding  insult  to injury.” 

Trystara  slammed  a  fist  through  the  golem’s  eyes.  “These creatures  record  everything  they  see,”  the  demoness  explained, 

battering the monster’s mechanical head to gears and springs before flying over to the ruined husk of another. “If we leave any bits of its brain behind, whoever built these things can read what they saw in the  same  way   you   read  a  book.  I  don’t  want  them  to  have  any evidence that either of us were ever here.” 

That  made  a  certain  kind  of  sense.  But  it  disturbed  Alec  to watch the demoness beat a dead creature to pieces. 

“That  final  golem  seemed  confused,”  Alec  said,  distracting himself from the carnage as Trystara ensured there’d be nothing for whoever  came  to  clean  up  after  them  to  link  them  to  the  scene. 

“Less like a machine than the others. Once we put it in a situation it couldn’t solve with whatever logic it had been given, that is.” 

Trystara shrugged as she dropkicked the third golem’s head into the flames. “They’re not terribly smart, from what I understand. 

Golems, that is. I mean, that one you talked to said it was built by the Creator.  As if a simple craftsman were responsible for the running of the entire universe!” 

“Or it was indeed built by  the  Creator,” Alec mused. 

“What, like the Archon?” Trystara flashed a toothy grin. “Nah, these  things  aren’t  nearly  that  old.  And  if  the  Archon  came  back, building  clockwork  toys  is  the   last   thing  he’d  probably  waste  time doing.” 

“Not the Archon,” Alec agreed. “But there’s  someone  behind all this, Trystara. Someone capable of building a wall as tall as the sky, stretching all the way to the horizon. Someone who can create creatures that think, and talk, even if they’re not terribly good at it.” 

He  glanced  down  at  the  space  between  his  feet.  “I  thought  Dean Wolfe  would  be  the  end  of  this.  That  bringing  Uriel  proof  of  his treachery  would  blow  the  whole  conspiracy  open—would  save  the Royal Academy. Now I realize that’s only the beginning.” 

Trystara’s face filled with sympathy. “Hey, don’t beat yourself up,”  the  demoness  said,  putting  an  arm  around  Alec’s  shoulders. 

“You’re practically doing miracles, Alec. The kind of power you have

—it hasn’t been seen for centuries. You don’t have to save the whole world all by yourself, you know?” 

Alec  looked  up  into  his  familiar’s  face  and  smiled.  “I  know,” 

he  said,  his  dismayed  look  turning  into  a  smirk.  “Unfortunately  for you, you’re stuck with me.” 

“Ha!”  Trystara  clapped  him  on  the  back.  “I’ll  have  you  know I’ve almost lost my craving for spiders since we’ve become friends. 

And  safeguarding  magic  is  a  lot  more  fun  than  sitting  around  the basement of some temple, that’s for sure. I just hope…” 

A  strange  look  flickered  over  the  demoness’s  face.  “What?” 

Alec asked. 

For  a  moment,  Trystara  wouldn’t  meet  his  eye.  “I  just  hope I’m always a valuable member of the team, Alec. That’s all.” 

Confusion  filled  Alec’s  features.  “How  could  you   not  be? 

You’re more than just a familiar, Trystara—you’re practically my best friend.” 

The demoness shook her head quickly, as if these questions pained her. “Forget I said anything,” she said, the smile returning to her face. “Let’s get out of this place before any  other  nasty surprises show up. I think even  you  might need a break after exerting yourself like that…” 

Trystara  wasn’t  wrong.  By  the  time  they  crossed  the  jungle and  made  it  back  to  the  door  leading  to  Dean  Wolfe’s  study,  Alec was  nearly  exhausted.  They  slipped  through  the  wooden  door, replacing  the  tapestry  as  best  they  could  once  they  were  safely  on the other side. 

“It’s  not  perfect,”  Trystara  whispered  as  she  fastened  the fabric through the last of the golden hoops, “but if Dean Wolfe comes through this gateway often, he’ll likely not notice that things are a bit more scuffed than usual. This tapestry probably gets enough wear-and-tear from him to begin with.” 

Alec  nodded.  A  yawn  bubbled  up  from  his  throat,  which  he quickly staunched. Despite the length of time they’d been gone in the strange realm with the golems, the wall, and the strange device, the

large grandfather clock behind Dean Wolfe’s desk showed that only a few minutes had passed in the Royal Academy. 

 It  really  is  like  the  House  of  Doors,  Alec  thought.  A  mere teleportation  from  one  kingdom  to  another  wouldn’t  cause  any change  in  time,  as  it  moved  at  the  same  rate  in  both  places.  The realm  behind  Dean  Wolfe’s  special  door  was  somewhere   else entirely—the  sort  of  worlds  where  creatures  like  Baldir Diamondspear made their home. 

Were the circumstances not so late, Alec might have carried the heavy tome down to Poictesme and allowed the rest of the group to  learn  what  he  and  Trystara  had  discovered.  But  both  mage  and familiar  seemed  to  agree  it  was  better  to  wait  until  morning.  Some things  should  only  be  discussed  when  the  sun  is  over  the  horizon, and you can be certain nothing is lurking in the shadows. 

Alec  and  Trystara  were  able  to  navigate  from  Dean  Wolfe’s study  to  the  student  dormitories  without  incident.  At  the  door  to Alec’s suite, the demoness bid him a good night. 

“I’ll see you at the beast stable tomorrow,” she told him, going to the nearest window and throwing it open into the night. “Place that tome  somewhere  you  know  it  won’t  be  stolen.  It’s  the  only  hard evidence we have that Dean Wolfe is wrapped up in all this.” 

Alec didn’t need Trystara to tell him that. “I’ll guard it with my life,” he assured the demoness, holding it up. “Like the golem said—

his  creator  has his name in this book. Which means that once Uriel cracks  its  code,  he  can  tell  us  who’s  behind  all  this.  We  can  stop them and keep the kingdoms safe from their evil. Magic itself will be protected from the forces of Chaos.” 

“When you say it like that,” Trystara said, shaking her head in awe, “I almost believe it’ll be that easy. Good night, Alec.” 

His  suite  was  exactly  as  he’d  left  it.  Alec  threw  himself  into bed,  not  even  bothering  to  disrobe  before  crawling  beneath  the covers. Lacking a better hiding place, he slipped the tome beneath his  pillow.  It  made  the  thing  a  slightly  less  comfortable  rest  for  his

head, but just then he couldn’t have cared a whit. Each of his eyes felt as if it were a ten-ton weight. 

Alec  was  just  about  to  drift  off  when  he  felt  something nagging at the back of his mind. Had he forgotten to do something before  putting  out  the  light?  No,  there  was  nothing.  And  the  room was dark, peaceful and empty. A perfect place to catch some rest…

 Empty?  A voice whispered in the back of his mind. 

His eyes snapped open in the darkness, and he sprang out of bed. 

The phantasm he’d told to wait in his chambers was gone. 

Chapter 11

  

  

  

 How strange this is,  Alec thought, walking down the hallway with a lantern held before him.  I’m hunting for myself. Has any other student of the Royal Academy had to do such a thing before? 

Alec had tried to summon a ball of light over his head upon rising from his bed, only to find his powers so overstressed it would have  cost  him  more  concentration  than  simply  setting  a  light.  He walked the halls of the Royal Academy like any other student, albeit one  who  whispered  down  empty  hallways  like  they  were  searching for  a  missing  pet.  If  anyone  came  upon  him  without  knowing  the context of his search, they might have found it comical. 

Alec  found  it  anything  but.  That  phantasm  might  not  have been  him, but it looked exactly like him—which meant it could have gotten up to all sorts of mischief in his absence. Part of him hoped the thing had merely faded away, the way the specters inside of the Phantasmic Projector did when they were no longer needed. 

 I doubt I’m that lucky, though,  Alec told himself.  More likely it kissed  Eleira,  removed  me  from  all  of  my  classes,  and  told  the student body I can cast spells without the use of a grimoire…

Each step through the Academy felt more hopeless than the last. Locating the phantasm wasn’t simply like finding a needle in a haystack—it  was  trying  to  find  a  needle  that  had  used  the  last  six hours  to  locate  a  hiding  place  in  the  hay.  One  that  could  move around  and  set  up  any  number  of  traps  to  confuse  him.  One  that might have left the Academy grounds entirely, run off into the woods to do Archon knows what. 

Alec stepped out into the chilly night, bracing himself against the cold. The Bloodcloak vibrated faintly against his shoulders, as if the  garment  not  only  wished  to  warm  him  but  to  lift  his  spirits,  as

well.  I  have  all  these  magical  artifacts  at  my  disposal,  Alec  told himself,  thinking  of  the  Diamondspear  tucked  in  his  robes  and  the Shield Ring on his finger,  yet nothing that will help me track a clone. 

 Particularly one with such a big head start. I’m going to need some help…

And as luck would have it, help was a short walk away. 

As  Alec  reached  the  center  of  the  Academy  green,  he noticed  flickering  lights  in  the  distance.  The  workers  Dean  Wolfe hired to build Maimonides’s new tower had left as soon as night had fallen,  but  the  gnome  was  still  awake  in  the  half-finished  structure, hard  at  work  on  some  experiment  or  another.  Alec  grinned  at  his luck, picking up his pace. 

The  tower  had  no  door—merely  a  set  of  stairs  rough-hewn into the central pillar of the tower, stretching all the way up. Alec had to flatten himself against the wall to keep from slipping as he made his  way  to  the  top  floor,  trying  not  to  look  over  the  edge.  The Bloodcloak  could  probably  teleport  him  out  of  danger  if  he  fell,  but he’d  rather  not  test  his  reaction  speed—especially  not  after  a  night spent  dealing  with  that  strange  realm  behind  the  hidden  door  in Dean Wolfe’s study. 

The  gnome’s  humming  reached  his  ears  as  he  neared  the top of the spiral staircase. No door shut the second floor out from the elements, but from the merry tone of Maimonides, the Shadebringer was  likely  just  happy  to  be  back  to  work  at  last,  following  the destruction of his old tower due to Alison Raleigh’s shenanigans. 

Alec was just about to call out to his friend when his attention was  drawn  by  the  subject  of  his  latest  experiment.  In  front  of  the gnome atop a broad table that must have been sheer murder for the workmen to carry up to the top of the tower lay a large glass cylinder, stoppered on both ends with an oversized cork like that used to seal a  bottle  of  wine.  A  glittering  shard  of  some  jewel  sparkled  in  the center,  suspended  in  a  clear  liquid.  The  gem  glowed  with  a  faint purple  energy,  which  sent  ripples  through  the  liquid  surrounding  it

that  Maimonides  appeared  to  be  measuring  with  some  sort  of device. 

“Yes,  yes…  very  interesting,”  the  gnome  muttered,  making marks  on  a  piece  of  paper.  “This  is  the  same  as  the  first  set!  It’s  a pattern, it has to be! But what does it mean?” 

Alec coughed. “Maimonides?” 

The gnome gave a start and jumped into the air, as if caught with  his  hand  in  a  cookie  jar.  “Stop  right  there!”  the  Shadebringer yelled, producing a slender wand from his robes from which tendrils of  flame  beckoned.  For  a  moment,  the  gnome’s  face  was  all  wrath and  annoyance—then  he  saw  who  stood  in  the  doorway  and relaxed. “Oh, Alec! What in the world are you doing up this late, lad?” 

“I could say the same thing to you,” Alec countered, his heart hammering against his ribcage. Maimonides had been dangerously close  to  tossing  magic  at  him.  Normally,  that  would  have  been  no great  issue,  but  in  his  current  exhausted  state,  Alec  wasn’t  one hundred  percent  sure  he  could  deflect  whatever  spell  the  gnome cast without causing damage to himself. “I don’t think I’ve seen that experiment before.” 

“Ah, this?” The gnome gestured at the floating crystal, which let  out  another  series  of  those  strange,  shuddering  motions  as  if  it noticed  the  attention.  “Yes,  a  most  unusual  specimen  indeed!  I’d been intending to begin experimenting with it right away, before the... 

ah, the late unpleasantness.” 

“Before  Alison  Raleigh  destroyed  your  tower,  you  mean.”  It was odd how those words provoked so much less anger in him now than they would have a few days ago. He had to remind himself to stay  angry  at  Alison—the  woman  had  a  way  of  making  everything she  said  sound  maddeningly  reasonable,  even  when  she  was arguing  for  an  overthrow  of  the  very  systems  of  magic  that underpinned the world. 

“Yes,  well—at  least  no  one  was  hurt,”  Maimonides  said, turning back to his experiment. “That’s the important thing.” 

“Two  people  died  in  that  fire,”  Alec  countered,  unable  to believe his ears. 

“Yes,  but   you’re   alright,”  Maimonides  said,  making  more marks on his notebook as the crystal shook the liquid surrounding it. 

“And Alison Raleigh herself is no worse for wear, if a little peeved to be spending so much time alone from what I understand. Serves her right,  anyway.  This  poor  shard  of  crystal  has  been  alone  so  much longer than she has. You’d think the girl could toughen up…” 

Under  his  joking  manner,  Alec  could  tell  Maimonides  still harbored some frustration toward Alison for destroying his lab. But it was  the  last  part  of  his  statement  that  caught  and  held  in  Alec’s mind, causing his brows to furrow together in confusion. 

“The  crystal  has been alone?” Alec asked. 

The  gnome  nodded  eagerly.  “You  see  how  it  shakes  the liquid it is suspended in? You wouldn’t believe how much it did that when  I  first  thought  to  put  the  shard  in  water  to  begin  with.  You’d have thought the poor thing was screaming in delight.” Maimonides looked  longingly  at  the  great  glass  tube,  as  if  in  appreciation  of  a mighty lion on the other side of an enclosure. “It took so long to calm it down.” 

Something  clicked  in  Alec’s  brain.  “Those  motions  the crystal’s making,” he said, glancing from the glass enclosure to the markings in Maimonides’s notebook. “They’re  words, aren’t they?” 

“Of  a  sort!”  Maimonides  said,  sounding  pleased  that  Alec made the leap of logic himself. “This is a special crystal, Alec—one that has been blessed with a sort of creative power. Despite the fact that it is an inanimate object, a simple shard of crystal, it appears to have something very like a mind. It and I have been communicating for  some  time  now,  using  the  patterns  it  creates  in  the  liquid  as  a kind of alphabet.” 

A strange certainty hardened in Alec’s gut. “This crystal and its  energy—it  wouldn’t  be  related  to  the  Phantasmic  Projector,  now would it?” 

Maimonides’s eyebrows rose. The gnome brushed a speck of invisible  dust  off  his  garish  overcoat—destroying  his  laboratory apparently  hadn’t  touched  the  Shadebringer’s  wardrobe,  as  it  was eye-searing as ever. 

“Why yes,” the gnome said, peering intently over at Alec. “It’s an offshoot of that very same energy signature, in fact. Why do you ask?” 

Alec  swallowed  hard.  “I  think  I  may  have  made  a  major breakthrough in studying that energy,” he whispered. 

Maimonides’s face lit up. “That’s wonderful, lad!” The gnome set  his  pad  to  the  side,  ignoring  the  long  scratches  of  rudimentary language  on  the  parchment.  Alec  could  see  the  words  the  crystal used were simple and short—more like the replies of an enchanted dog  than  the  smooth  conversational  tone  of  his  clone.  “Tell  me  all about it! This is major news!” 

Alec glanced away awkwardly, his cheeks flushing. “Well, this might be a little odd, but—there might be  two  of me running around the Academy?” 

The  Shadebringer  hid  his  surprise  well,  but  Alec  wasn’t fooled.  “Tell  me  everything,”  the  gnome  said,  pulling  up  a  chair  for Alec  to  sit.  As  he  did,  the  gnome  tapped  rapidly  on  the  glass containing the crystal, signaling it with a series of long and short taps that the gnome wouldn’t be able to speak for a bit. 

Alec  told  Maimonides  everything,  starting  with  the  strange phantasm  he’d  accidentally  created  while  going  to  visit  Alison Raleigh.  The  gnome  asked  what  felt  like  a  million  questions, touching on several topics Alec himself had been wondering about—

did the clone have a mind, was it able to cast spells, things of that nature. Alec could tell the gnome was frustrated that he didn’t have more answers. 

When  he  got  to  the  part  about  the  hidden  door  in  Dean Wolfe’s  study,  Maimonides  gasped  audibly.  “He   didn’t,”  the  gnome said, slapping his forehead. “All this time, it was right  there?” 

Alec frowned. “You were looking for a communication device as  well,”  he  realized,  his  heart  skipping  a  beat.  “Wait,  you  knew about Dean Wolfe all along?” 

Maimonides  waved  his  hands  in  the  air,  dismissing  the question. “In a moment, lad. First, tell me what you and your familiar found  on  the  other  side  of  that  door.  It’s  a  matter  of  supreme importance.” 

So Alec did. He regaled the gnome with lavish descriptions of the  roiling  red  sky  and  the  dark,  expansive  jungle.  By  the  time  he reached  the  part  about  the  control  building  with  its  sigil  to  be  filled with the blood, the gnome was scowling openly. 

But  if  that  news  angered  Maimonides,  the  incident  with  the golems left him sputtering in disbelief. 

“You  did   what!? ”  the  gnome  said,  rushing  forward  and standing  on  tiptoe  to  press  the  back  of  a  hand  against  Alec’s forehead. “Good gracious, lad. Small wonder you look so piqued. I’m amazed you’re still up and walking around after absorbing that much mechanical energy!” 

Alec  hadn’t  realized  he  looked  strained.  “I’m  not  in  danger, am  I?”  he  asked,  flexing  his  fingers  and  toes.  The  digits  on  his burned hand still tingled faintly, as if he’d been laying on them for a touch  too  long.  But  the  gnome’s  face  filled  with  sympathy  as  he shook his head. 

“Not at all, lad. The danger has passed.” But Maimonides still wore a severe expression, and periodically reached out to test Alec’s pulse  or  feel  his  cheek  as  he  spoke.  Alec  had  to  wonder  just  how much the Shadebringer understood about his powers, especially as no one had manifested them in living memory. “Just let me know if you  start  feeling  strange  in  the  future.  And  for  Archon’s  sake,  don’t try  to  absorb  the  core  of  an  automaton  unless  your  very  life  is  in danger!” 

“It certainly felt as if it was,” Alec said, rubbing the spot where Maimonides  had  laid  his  cool  palm  against  Alec’s  forehead.  “You seem to know quite a bit about these machines, Master Maimonides. 

“If  you’re  implying  I  built  them,  you  would  be  incorrect,”  the gnome said brusquely. “But I do admit that many of the mechanical creations in the kingdoms owe more than a bit of their design to my inventions. So I feel some small responsibility for the danger you and your familiar were placed in within the realm of Chaos.” 

Ice  filled  Alec’s  gut.  “So  that   was  where  we  went,”  he  said, watching Maimonides nod. “It felt almost like the House of Doors.” 

“It’s something very akin to it,” the gnome said, turning away and  beginning  to  pace  the  length  of  his  workroom.  He  did  a  quick circuit around the crystal, his hands clasped behind his back and his brow  furrowed  deep  in  thought.  As  he  reached  the  spot  in  front  of Alec  once  more,  the  gnome  heaved  a  deep  sigh.  “I  have  to  admit, lad—you’ve  solved  not  one  but   two   conundrums  for  me  this evening.” 

Alec didn’t need to think too hard about what those might be. 

“The energy,” he said, gesturing at the crystal. “And Dean Wolfe.” 

Maimonides  nodded.  “I  have  to  come  clean  with  you,  lad.  I truly do enjoy being one of your instructors at the Royal Academy—

and  this  post  has  been  most  fulfilling,  both  for  my  sense  of development  and  for  my  research.  But  Uriel  and  I  had  an  ulterior motive in installing me within the faculty of the Royal Academy. One you’ve probably already guessed at.” 

Alec nodded. “You two already knew about Dean Wolfe.” 

“Knew?  No.  Not  for  certain.  Suspected?  Absolutely.”  The gnome resumed his pacing, as if he were growing more excited with each passing moment. “Uriel and I have heard rumors for some time that several of the teachers within the Royal Academy, including the Dean,  were  part  of  a  plot  involving  the  forces  of  Chaos.  It  was decided that I would take a faculty post here at the same time you and Eleira entered the Academy, for two reasons. First, to keep the two of you safe if said rumors turned out to be true—and second, to ingratiate  myself  within  the  faculty  and  determine  whether  Chaos truly did have a foothold within the institution.” 

“They do,” Alec said, right before a flash of recognition filled him. “I have hard proof. In my chambers, there’s a book Trystara and I  took  from  that  strange  building.  It’s  in  a  language  I’ve  never  seen before,  but  one  of  the  golems  said  that  his  creator’s  name  was inscribed within. He called it  The Book of the Guilty…” 

Alec  hadn’t  thought  Maimonides  could  look  even  more shocked  than  he  previously  had,  but  the  gnome  was  to  prove  him wrong. “You have the Book of the Guilty?” the gnome said, clasping his  hands  in  front  of  his  chest.  “Alec,  that’s  incredible.  That  roster contains  all  the  names  of  those  who’ve  pledged  themselves  to  the forces of Chaos. If Uriel can decipher it, well… this entire conspiracy can be rooted out and destroyed!” 

Alec felt more excited by the moment. “I’ll give it to you,” he said, “as long as we can get it to Uriel. Tonight, though, we need to track down that clone—before it causes the kind of trouble we can’t talk our way out of.” 

Maimonides  looked  like  he  wanted  to  ask  more  questions about  the  grimoire  Alec  and  Trystara  had  looted  from  that  strange building, but the gnome knew better than to ask now. 

“Very well, lad,” he said. “Let’s track that phantasm down. It’s good that you came to me, in fact—as I have an idea how we might be able to find it.” 

“Really?”  Alec’s  pulse  quickened.  Thank  goodness  the gnome had been up late working on his experiments! “How?” 

The  gnome  shrugged,  then  gestured  at  the  shard  of  crystal floating in its tube of glass. “We ask a friend.” 

There  wasn’t  enough  time  for  Maimonides  to  explain  the complicated  system  of  short  and  long  taps  he  and  the  shard  of crystal had developed in order to communicate. The gnome had Alec take  his  notebook,  quill  held  at  the  ready  over  a  blank  page  as  he prepared to transcribe the shard’s words. 

“Alright,”  Maimonides  said,  rolling  up  his  garish  sleeves. 

“How to explain this in a way you might understand, old chum…” 

The gnome pressed an arm against the glass, peering in at the glowing shard. His brow furrowed in thought for long moments—

then, without warning, his fingers beat a tattoo against the glass. The liquid within churned as the gnome tapped out a complicated rhythm, too  fast  for  Alec  to  follow.  He  tried  to  memorize  one  of  the  long strings of short, long, and extra-long length strikes, only to become confused almost immediately. 

The crystal, however, had no such confusion. Almost as soon as the gnome finished sending the question, the water in the glass tube began to bubble. It rocked against the shell, lapping soft waves against  the  side  in  a  similar  pattern  to  the  one  Maimonides  had tapped against it. 

This  time,  Alec  didn’t  need  to  memorize—just  inscribe.  The gnome had explained that a long tap was marked with a single dash, while short ones were a dot. The extra-long strikes, harder than the others, were the punctuation at the end of a sentence. Two of them, one right after the other, signaled the end of a message. 

Maimonides  turned  away  from  the  tube  and  scrutinized  the marks on Alec’s note page. 

“Most interesting,” the gnome said, doing the mental work of translating  the  scratches  into  usable  knowledge.  “Yes.  That’s  a  fair lead…” 

“Why?  What  did  you  ask  it?”  Alec  couldn’t  keep  the excitement out of his voice. 

“I lack the faculties to fully explain the situation,” the gnome admitted,  “but  the  substance  of  what  I  asked  was  this:  when  its fellows  take  on  the  energy  of  a  living  being,  what  does  it  do  in  the absence of other stimuli?” 

Alec didn’t understand. “Stimuli?” 

“When there is no force acting on it,” Maimonides explained. 

“Meaning what the phantasm does when it has free time, essentially. 

You,  for  example,  practice  your  magic  or  play  with  other  young people.  Eleira  reads.  I  do  experiments.  I  asked  the  shard  what  the phantasm would do in a similar situation.” 

Oh. That made sense. 

“What did it say?” Alec asked. 

Maimonides tapped the lines on the page, smiling faintly. “R-O-U-T-I-N-E,”  he  read,  touching  each  set  of  marks  in  turn. 

“Apparently,  our  dear  phantasms  aren’t  terribly  good  at  coming  up with creative things to do. Left to its own devices, your clone should move to the next thing on your usual calendar.” 

Alec  could  feel  his  brows  furrowing  together.  “It  would  do whatever I do?” 

Maimonides nodded. 

Alec let out a harsh, flat laugh. “Normally I would be in bed, asleep, Maimonides.” 

The gnome looked as if he’d expected this. “And after that?” 

Alec  had  to  think  about  it.  “A  shower,  a  meal,  and  my  first class.” 

Maimonides  turned  away  from  the  great  glass  tube,  already in  motion.  “We  can  assume  it  has  already  had  time  to  visit  the showers,” the gnome said, pursing his lips in thought as he headed toward the open doorway leading to the stairs. “You’ve also passed through the dining hall already, and you would have seen a duplicate of  yourself  there  I  would  hope.  What’s  your  first  class  tomorrow morning?” 

It made Alec’s stomach a bit queasy just thinking of how soon he’d be expected to be there. “Combat Magic with Instructor Brutus,” 

he said, the words snapping from his lips with the force of habit. 

“Very  well.”  Maimonides  grabbed  a  cloak  off  a  hook  by  the door and slipped it on against the chill. “That’s where we’ll go first. If the  phantasm  is  not  there,  we’ll  simply  follow  the  rest  of  your  daily routine. Come, lad. Hopefully we find that thing before someone else does.” 

Alec  doubted  it  would  be  that  easy,  but  he  felt  glad  to  have someone helping him locate the clone. He followed Maimonides out into the night, flattening himself against the stairs as the pair made

their  way  down.  Hopefully  the  crystal  shard  was  correct—and  they could predict where the makeshift Alec would be waiting for them. 

Because  if  they  couldn’t,  and  the  clone  was  still  running around the Royal Academy in the morning, Alec would be in a great deal of trouble. 

Chapter 12







As Alec and Maimonides made their way through the Royal Academy,  Alec  built  a  miniature  model  of  his  daily  routine  in  his head.  He  figured  he  would  need  it  in  case  they  couldn’t  locate  the phantasm—that they’d make their way from place to place within the Academy,  going  all  the  places  Alec  would  normally  go  during  an average school day. As he ticked off boxes in his mind, Alec realized how strange all this felt—and what a creature of habit he’d become since enrolling at the Royal Academy. 

As  it  turned  out,  all  of  his  mental  work  was  unneeded.  A single  light  was  on  inside  of  Brutus’s  lecture  hall,  casting  deep shadows on the walls. A student sat in Alec’s seat, two rows from the front, their hands folded before them and their head down as if they rode  the  edge  of  sleep.  Yet  the  figure  gave  a  little  start  as  they entered, so Alec knew it could both hear and see them. 

“By  the  Archon,”  Maimonides  said,  casting  a  light  spell.  “It looks  just  like  you,  lad.  It’s  one  thing  to  see  a  projection  like  this inside my Phantasmic Projector—quite another to have it sitting in a lecture hall waiting for class to begin.” The gnome glanced over his shoulder. “Did Alison Raleigh’s phantasm look like this?” 

“Looked,”  Alec  conceded.  “But  didn’t   act.  The  fake  Alison was  almost  like  a  zombie.  This  is...  something  else.  I’m  not  sure what.” 

“I  have  an  idea,”  Maimonides  said,  approaching  the phantasm. “But I’d rather hear it from the creature itself. Hail, Alec!” 

The  false  Alec  sat  up  straighter.  Now  that  they  were  close, Alec could see his doppelganger had deep circles beneath his eyes, as  if  he’d  been  tired  close  to  his  breaking  point.  His  robes  were ruffled and well-worn, giving the phantasm a disheveled appearance. 

More surprising was the fact that Alec could see through the phantasm.  It  wasn’t  entirely  transparent—more  opaque,  like  a frosted glass window with just a bit of wear and tear. If Alec squinted, he could just make out the wood grain of the seat back behind the figure’s shoulder blades. 

“Master  Maimonides,”  the  figure  said  with  Alec’s  voice.  “It’s good  to  see  you.  Please  excuse  me  for  not  getting  up.  I’m  rather tired…” 

“I  can  see  that,  lad,”  Maimonides  said,  with  sympathy entering his voice. A chill went down Alec’s spine as he realized the gnome was talking to the false Alec the same way as he would the real one.  He’s setting it at ease,  he told himself, trying not to dwell on the  strangeness  of  the  situation.  “I  wanted  to  ask  you  a  few questions, if you wouldn’t mind.” 

“More  experiments?”  the  false  Alec  asked,  flashing  a  weary yet  handsome  smile.  In  that  moment,  Alec  understood  what  Eleira felt when she let her fingers trace the sides of his temples with that glowing  look  to  her  cheeks.  “Go  right  ahead.  But  I  have  a  favor  to ask you in return once you’re done.” 

Maimonides  shrugged  as  if  he’d  expected  this.  Perhaps  the glowing shard in his lab made similar requests. “On your eighteenth birthday, you received a letter from an old friend. What was that old friend’s name, and what was enclosed with the letter?” 

The false Alec smiled, like this was all a game of cards and he’d just snuck a peek at Maimonides’s hand. “Trying to test whether I  have  the  real  Alec’s  memories,  Master  Maimonides?  You  could have just asked.” 

“The question,” the gnome said, keeping his voice cautiously neutral. 

Slowly, the false Alec turned and stared the real one right in the  eyes.  “Why,  the  letter  was  from  my  old  friend  Tanuin,”  he  said, sounding only a touch weary. “Who I hadn’t seen in years. And the item he enclosed was his dagger, which I used to save Marcus from a hag in the crypt.” Alec thought he could see a faint, smug smile on

the clone’s face. “You see? I have his memories. Ask me something else only the real Alec would know.” 

Maimonides  shook  his  head.  “That’s  what  I  wanted  to  test,” 

the gnome said mildly. “I can’t help but notice you just referred to the lad standing next to me as ‘the real Alec’. Am I to understand from that  that  you  do   not  in  fact,  consider  yourself  to  be  Alec Diamondspear?” 

Yet  again,  Alec  had  the  impression  he  was  looking  at  a talented actor on a stage—one wearing a mask that hid his true face and emotions from the audience. 

“Of course not,” the phantasm replied. “I would truly be a fool indeed if I thought I  was  Alec Diamondspear, Maimonides!” 

The  gnome  nodded—but  the  look  on  his  face  grew  more pained at this answer, not less. “Then what exactly do you consider yourself to be?” the Shadebringer asked, leaning forward intently. 

The false Alec looked so much like the real one when called upon  to  answer  an  unfamiliar  question  in  class  that  Alec  found himself  taken  aback.  The  phantasm  put  a  thumb  against  its  chin, cocking its head to the side as its form wavered for a brief moment. 

Had  the  question  done  that,  or  was  the  spirit  simply  losing  more power the longer it sat there? 

“Oh,  you  know,”  the  false  Alec  finally  said,  batting  away  the question like an annoying fly. “I am what I am.” 

“No, I very much do  not  know,”  Maimonides  pressed,  eager to  ask  the  question  a  second  time.  Alec  got  the  distinct  impression this  point  had  vexed  the  gnome  previously—possibly  he’d  been directing a similar line of questions to the crystal shard suspended in the liquid cylinder, with the same evasive results. “Please explain it to me.” 

A strange smile flickered across the clone’s opaque face. “All the  world’s  indeed  a  stage,”  it  said,  putting  a  kind  of  sing-song rhythm behind the words. “And we are merely players.    Do you have that  saying  here,  Master  Maimonides,  or  am  I  getting  myself confused with someone else again?” 

Maimonides  pulled  out  his  well-worn  notebook  and  jotted down the phrase. “I believe I may have heard a similar sentiment in a book before,” the gnome said, “though not explained as succinctly as you have. That’s a rather philosophical statement, wouldn’t you say? 

Do you believe yourself a kind of ‘player’, Alec?  Should  I  even  call you Alec?” 

“You  might  as  well,”  the  phantasm  said  with  a  heavy  sigh. 

“I’m not going to be here much longer, I’m afraid. I was going to ask you to do that favor, but I fear it’s already too late.” 

The gnome’s brows furrowed together. “What do you mean?” 

The clone lifted a hand, staring through its semi-transparent fingers.  It  had  been  losing  its  form  slowly,  now  it  appeared  to  be happening  all  at  once—like  water  swirling  around  a  drain,  taking everything in the bath along with it. 

“I’m losing my form,” the phantasm explained. “The longer I’m outside  of  your  device,  the  harder  it  is  to  hold  onto  this  form.  To these memories.” 

Maimonides  gave  a  start.  “Can  you  cast  a  spell  to  heal yourself?”  the  gnome  asked.  “If  you  have  all  of  Alec’s  memories, then  I’m  certain  you  already  know  his  secret.  He  has  the  ability  to cast  spells  without  the  aid  of  a  grimoire,  like  the  Archon  himself.” 

Naked  worry  showed  on  the  gnome’s  face  now.  “Do  you  have  that ability as well, Phantasm Alec?” 

“Phantasm  Alec, ”  the  creature  repeated.  “I  rather  like  that. 

No, Master Maimonides, I unfortunately cannot cast a spell without a grimoire. I rather doubt a spell could help me very much right now…” 

“I  have  a  grimoire  here,”  the  gnome  said  quickly,  slipping  a small volume from his robes. Alec recognized it as the slender purple grimoire that was once Alison Raleigh’s constant companion, and his eyes  widened.  “Perhaps  you  could  try—very  quickly—to  read, comprehend and cast one of the spells in this book. I’ve been trying to  verify  whether  phantasms  can  have  magical  ability,  or  even natural  magic,  and  this  experiment  could  blow  my  research  wide open!” 

The  false  Alec  shimmered  dangerously,  turning  totally transparent  for  a  long  moment.  “I  cannot,”  it  whispered,  though whether it meant it couldn’t because of its decayed state or it couldn’t at all would be something for Maimonides to worry about later. 

“We  need  to  get  him  back  to  Poictesme,”  Alec  said  firmly, climbing up to the phantasm’s row. “Come on, Maimonides!” 

The  gnome  gave  a  little  start  as  Alec  moved,  like  someone snapping  out  of  a  trance.  He  looked  down  at  the  grimoire  in  his hands  and  tucked  it  away  with  a  disgusted  expression,  clearly irritated  with  himself  at  putting  his  questions  over  the  phantasm’s health. 

“Very  well,”  the  gnome  said,  taking  the  phantom’s  arms  as Alec grabbed its legs. “Hopefully no one will run into us on the way down. I’d have a hell of a time explaining this to a curious student…” 

No  one  did.  After  a  few  hallways,  Alec  threw  the  creature over  his  shoulder  and  took  off  in  a  dead  run—as  it  faded,  the phantasm  lost  all  weight,  until  it  felt  lighter  than  the  satchel  Alec carried  to  class.  He  raced  from  one  building  to  the  next,  taking  the narrow stairway leading to the cellars and his classmates’ hideaway two at a time. He nearly tripped once, caught himself, and sprinted into the darkness. 

“We’re  almost  there,”  Alec  told  the  creature  clinging  to  his back. “All I have to do is switch on the machine, right? Will the aura be enough to revive you, or will you have to go inside?” 

The phantasm didn’t answer. Only a faint smile remained on its  face  as  it  faded  out  completely,  less  than  a  stone’s  throw  away from the entrance to Poictesme. 

Alec  ran  inside  anyway,  fiddling  with  the  buttons  on  the gnome’s device. For all he knew, some faint residue of the phantasm Alec  could  be  clinging  to  him,  waiting  to  be  revived  by  the  magical aura created by the gnome’s mechanical contraption. 

“Hang  on,”  Alec  hissed,  flipping  switches  and  pushing buttons. “Please…” 

The aura snapped into place, radiating from the Phantasmic Projector like a miniature sun. The screen near the top switched on, showing  a  sleeping  Alison  Raleigh  stretched  out  over  her  cot.  The blonde was surrounded by books from the school’s library, most dog-eared and filled with notes. 

Alec felt all around his back, hope flaring in his chest, but no phantasms formed. The copy of himself had faded out entirely, with no hope of reforming itself. He slumped against the machine, stifling a  groan,  then  punched  the  stone  wall  next  to  him  so  hard  his knuckles screamed in protest. 

Maimonides came walking around the corner into Poictesme, a  grim  look  on  his  face.  “I’m  sorry,  lad,”  the  gnome  said,  making  a face in the direction of his creation. 

“We were so close,” Alec said, hating how he sounded. “That thing… It wasn’t  me,  Maimonides, but it was so much like me. It had my memories, part of my personality… What  was  it?” 

Maimonides  stared  at  the  spot  where  Alec  would  have  set the phantasm down if the creature had been able to hang on a few minutes longer. “I must admit,” the gnome said, sounding serious, “I am  profoundly  disturbed by the philosophical questions this situation poses.” 

“Where  did  he  go?”  Alec  asked,  gesturing  around  the  room as  if  the  phantasm  were  hiding  behind  a  pillar.  “What  happened  to that thing when it disappeared?” 

“I suspect we could spend the rest of our lives debating the answer to that question,” Maimonides said, settling down wearily on a  couch  nearest  the  fire.  “We’d  probably  end  up  forming  a  new religion  or  two  out  of  it,  as  well.  How  can  a  creature  have  your memories, your personality, but not your  soul?  Moreover, how can it know  that  it  is  not  truly  you  without  being  affected  by  such  a  grim piece of knowledge?” 

They  pondered  this  in  silence  for  some  time,  each  of  them staring at the fire. 

Finally, Alec said what both men had likely been thinking for some time. “It didn’t seem to bother Baldir Diamondspear.” 

Maimonides shuddered. “True. But Baldir did not act like that phantasm you conjured with this strange energy. He knows he is not Uriel  Diamondspear’s  trueborn  son,  yet  he   acts  as  if  he  is.  There’s no air of a performance with him—of… What did he say? The world being a stage?” 

“And  all  us  merely  players,”  Alec  repeated,  staring  at  the flames.  Despite  having  done  his  best,  he  couldn’t  help  but  feel  like he’d failed. They could have learned quite a bit more from the false copy of himself—yet now it would have to wait until he could channel that strange energy again. 

And  deep  down,  he  suspected  that  even  a  whole  night  and day spent with the phantasm would not yield anything significant in the  way  of  answers.  The  phantasm  had  been  evasive  at  best—

repeated questioning would likely do nothing but irritate it. 

After  a  time,  Maimonides  ceased  his  contemplation  of  the flames  and  watched  Alison  Raleigh  on  the  Phantasmic  Projector’s screen. 

“It’s  past  time  that  that  should  be  you,  lad,”  the  gnome  said with a faint smile, gesturing at the sleeping young woman. “Come—

I’ll walk to your rooms. There you can give me this book, and I can make sure it gets to Uriel.” 

Wearily,  Alec  did  as  he  was  told.  Not  even  a  guard interrupted  them  on  their  walk  back  to  the  student  dormitories—it was  as  if  Maimonides  had  a  sixth  sense  about  their  positions  and how  to  avoid  them,  or  the  gnome  put  out  some  sort  of  aura  of  his own  which  the  curfew  enforcers  knew  instinctively  to  avoid.  Either that,  or  the  lateness  of  the  hour  meant  even  the  guards  had  taken their leave. 

Alec wasn’t quite sure of which, but his rooms were cool and dark just as he’d left them. The strange grimoire he and Trystara had looted from the realm of Chaos lay beneath the pillow, just where it had been tucked away before he’d begun hunting for the clone. 

Maimonides  took  the  book  and  tucked  it  beneath  his  arm, whistling low as if he were carrying a holy relic—or an  unholy  one, in this case. “I’ll make sure this gets started on its journey to Uriel this very  night,”  the  gnome  assured  him.  “If  anyone  can  decipher  the script in these pages, it’s the master of House Diamondspear. Those behind this conspiracy will not be able to hide in the shadows much longer, lad.” 

Alec was glad for that. But mostly, as he laid his head down on the pillow and passed out, he was just glad to have a little bit of time to rest after his adventure. 

He  was  asleep  before  Maimonides  closed  the  door  and  bid him goodnight. 





Chapter 13







If Alec thought his second lesson with Brutus would be easier than the first, he was sorely wrong. 

Combat  Magic  the  next  morning  was  a  decidedly  muted affair.  For  most  of  the  class  period,  they  studied  scrolls  of  ancient magic,  testing  their  own  diction  against  the  ancient  rune  syllables they’d  be  reading  from  their  grimoires.  It  was  an  ordinary  day—but every time Alec glanced up from his text, he caught Brutus staring at him. Despite the fact that he’d been as careful as could be sneaking out after curfew, the thoughts slipped into his mind: had Brutus seen him?  Did  the  instructor  know  what  he  and  his  familiar  had  done  in Dean Wolfe’s quarters, and was he aware of the strange realm that lay  beyond  the  hidden  door?  Was  Brutus’s  name  inscribed  in  that bizarre  book  Alec  had  handed  off  to  Maimonides  for  Uriel  to translate, or did the man stand outside of the conspiracy entirely? 

As the bell rang to announce the end of class, Brutus cleared his throat. “Diamondspear,” he said, gesturing to Alec as he rose and packed his things. “Meet with me after class.” 

Alec knew what he meant by that. He locked eyes with Eleira, who  just  nodded  and  promised  to  let  the  teacher  in  his  next  class know  what  was  going  on.  He  hadn’t  yet  told  the  elf  girl  about  his adventures  the  previous  night,  but  she  could  tell  from  the  way  he hung his head and the way his hair stuck out at odd angles that he’d had a long night. Alec had overslept that morning, racing to class just before the bell rang, which Eleira knew was unlike him. 

“Follow me, Diamondspear,” Brutus said, leading Alec down a  narrow  flight  of  stairs  toward  the  subterranean  chambers  they’d gone  to  during  their  previous  private  lesson.  To  Alec’s  surprise, however, they didn’t go to the same emptied storage chamber where they’d practiced previously. Instead, Brutus threw open a trapdoor in

the floor. A metal ladder descended into the darkness, the rungs of which were flaked with rust. 

“Down here,” Brutus said, going down first. Alec followed, the uneasy  feeling  in  his  chest  deepening  as  they  climbed  down.  They were truly in the bowels of the Royal Academy now—perhaps on the very  chambers  that  had  been  excavated  in  order  to  make  building the grounds possible. It made Alec a little dizzy to think about. 

As  if  to  bolster  that  impression,  the  space  they  found themselves  in  was  positively  cavernous.  Pipes  stuck  out  from  the walls,  stretching  back  and  forth  in  zigzags  across  the  stone  floor  a visitor  would  need  to  either  climb  over  or  duck  under.  Steam escaped from valves along the walls at regular intervals, making the place look misty and dim. Near the back of the chamber, a massive boiler burned, filling the room with orange light. 

“Today’s lesson will be different,” Brutus said, surprising Alec. 

Some  of  his  worry  faded—he’d  expended  a  great  deal  of  energy fighting  the  golems,  and  still  felt  a  little  shaky  when  he  flexed  his fingers.  Making  a  mistake  while  fighting  Brutus  would  certainly  be noticed, and then the man would probably manage to get the entire story  of  his  nocturnal  sojourn  to  Dean  Wolfe’s  quarters  out  of  him. 

Not that Alec seriously thought Brutus could be in on the conspiracy, but it was better to be safe than sorry. 

“Understood,” Alec said. It was better to sound curious, so as not to arouse any suspicion. “What will we be doing, instructor?” 

In  response,  Brutus  spread  his  arms.  The  air  between  his outstretched  palms  shimmered,  then  the  room  filled  with  a  ripping sound  like  someone  tearing  one  of  the  tapestries  on  Dean  Wolfe’s study  walls  in  half.  A  bright  line  of  light  shone  between  his  palms, and  through  this  rent  in  reality  itself  emerged  the  hilts  of  two daggers. Each was as long as Alec’s forearm, with twisted hilts in a spiral pattern and blades as black as midnight. A jewel lay inlaid in the bottom of each—one red, one blue. 

Brutus took the blades in his hands, gazing down at them the way a man might look at his wife on a night she’d dressed herself up

for  a  date.  The  man’s  eyes  beamed  with  pride  as  he  took  the daggers  through  a  few  quick  stabs,  twirling  them  with  far  more dexterity and speed than Alec would have thought the old instructor capable of. 

“Today,” Brutus said, sliding the daggers into his belt, “we’re going to practice a different sort of combat.” 

The  instructor  stepped  into  the  center  of  the  cavernous chamber, sliding around a hissing pipe. Alec followed, into where the mist thickened near the dark basement’s boiler. 

“Most  mages  don’t  know  how  to  properly  fight,”  Brutus explained,  leading  Alec  through  the  near-darkness.  “They  wouldn’t know how to throw a punch to save their lives—and in many cases, it would  be  to  save  their  lives.  Too  many  of  them  use  the  practice  of magic to  avoid  physical combat, rather than to augment it. Take their spells  away,  and  they’d  be  as  weak  as  any  kitten  plucked  from  a cage.” 

Alec  couldn’t  help  but  notice  the  note  of  experience  in Brutus’s tone. 

“You’ve  fought  mages  before,”  Alec  said,  as  mildly  as  he could given Brutus’s reputation. “Hand to hand, I mean.” 

Brutus’s  goatee  bobbed  as  he  nodded.  “Aye.  I  killed  many mages  for  King  and  country.  Wicked  men  who’d  have  done  evil deeds  to  the  helpless,  certainly—but  it  was  still  killing.  And  I’ll  tell you,  Diamondspear—most  of  those  mages  who  earned  me  my moniker  did  not  die  by  fireballs,  or  via  lightning  or  ice  spells.  They died to  these.” 

Brutus held up his twin daggers, letting Alec get a good, long look at them. An aura of malice surrounded the weapons, almost as if  they  drew  in  the  light  around  them  and  left  the  air  around  their blades slightly dimmer. 

“They’re fierce,” Alec said, nodding in approval. “I’m honored that you would show these to me, instructor.” 

Brutus looked down at the blades, his eyes growing faraway for  a  long  moment.  “You  shared  a  secret  with  me,  Diamondspear,” 

the man said gruffly, “so I think it’s only fair I share one with you. A secret  many  mages  learned  only  in  the  last  moment  of  their  lives, when it could no longer help them.” Brutus gestured toward a torch on the wall. “Absorb that, then attack me with it.” 

It  felt  like  second  nature  to  Alec.  He  absorbed  the  greasy, flickering flame of the torch, pulling the essence of fire into his core. 

Tiny wreaths of flame sizzled in his guts, but the pain and discomfort had never reached the level it had been that very first time he’d used his  natural  magic  without  truly  understanding  what  it  was.  Now holding the fire within almost felt good. 

“Very nice,” Brutus said, a look of awe filling the man’s eyes as  he  watched  Alec  perform  his  natural  magic.  “Now  hit  me, Diamondspear. Don’t worry, this isn’t like last time—I’m not going to dodge  it  and  punch  you  in  the  face.”  He  lifted  the  daggers,  twirling them between his fingers. “Strike true, Alec!” 

Under  normal  circumstances,  Alec  would  have  felt  anxious about  using  a  lethal  spell  on  one  of  the  Royal  Academy’s  faculty members. But these weren’t normal circumstances—and Brutus was anything  but  an  ordinary  teacher.  The  man  had  doubtlessly  faced down  much  fiercer  mages  than  Alec,  wizards  with  long  experience on  the  battlefield  on  their  side.  He’d  slain  them  all,  earning  the moniker ‘Mage Slayer’ for his trouble. Even now, here at the Royal Academy, some of the faculty whispered behind his back about how dangerous he was. 

Alec  threw  out  his  hands  and  loosed  a  fireball.  The  bolt  of pure flame soared through the dimly lit boiler room, illuminating it like high noon as the orb traveled unfailingly toward the smirking Brutus. 

At  the  last  moment,  the  bearded  mage  threw  up  one  of  his daggers—the one with the red jewel in its hilt. The fireball struck the black blade and fizzled, literally  pulled  into the blade like water into a drain.  Only  a  cloud  of  smoke  remained,  which  faded  as  it  rose toward the ceiling. 

Alec stared at the instructor, stunned. 

“Hiyah!” Brutus threw open the door to the boiler and stabbed the  now  faintly  glowing  black  blade  into  its  heart.  Alec’s  fireball exploded  from  the  tip,  the  flames  of  his  spell  mixing  with  the  boiler until  the  whole  thing  threatened  to  spill  over  the  lip  of  the  furnace. 

Brutus  kicked  the  door  closed,  jumping  backward  as  tendrils  of  fire filled the space where he’d been standing just a moment ago. 

“Instructor,”  Alec  whispered  into  the  silence,  his  mouth suddenly dry. “You… You have natural magic, too?” 

Brutus  shook  his  head  and  chuckled.  “No,  lad,”  the  man explained.  “My  daggers  can  only  divert  magic,  the  way  a  dam redirects  the  flow  of  a  river.  They  are  powerful  indeed,  but  nothing compared  to  what  you  can  do.  Still,  they’ve  served  me  in  many  a fight.” 

Alec  tried  his  best  to  shake  off  his  shock.  Brutus’s explanation made sense, but he couldn’t believe something so close to his own natural magic could exist in the world. What other tricks might his enemies be hiding up their sleeves? 

His  questions  must  have  shown  on  his  face—either  that  or they  were  obvious  enough  to  be  guessed  by  anyone.  “Yes,  lad,” 

Brutus  explained  in  a  much  more  kindly  tone  than  the  instructor normally used. “This is why you need to learn to fight without the use of magic—because you never know what traps your opponent might have  in  store.  There  are  shields  and  spells  that  block  certain elemental abilities, telepathic auras that slow the powers of mages, many other things.” Brutus sighed. “If I had years to mold you into a fighter, I could show you how to counter them all. But we simply don’t have the time.” 

Alec  froze.  How  much  did  Brutus  know  about  Alec’s extracurricular activities? 

“Fortunately  for  you,”  Brutus  said  in  a  brighter  tone,  “you’ve already been given a number of gifts to aid you. Today we’re going to take  the  first  step  in  teaching  you  how  to  use  them.”  He  pulled himself up to his full height, looking even more imposing than before. 

“Draw  the  Diamondspear,  lad.  And  get  that  Shield  Ring  of  yours ready.” 

Alec glanced down at the ring as he drew the Diamondspear from its pocket in his robes, extending it to its full length. He hoped no physical signs showed of the damage it had taken during the fight with  the  golems—otherwise  Brutus  might  have  some  inconvenient questions he’d rather not have to answer. 

But the dim light of the boiler room hid any cosmetic damage to  the  Diamondspear’s  hilt  from  Brutus’s  gaze.  The  man  nodded briskly, pacing out a wide circle at the center of the room. 

Alec  knew  he  would  probably  come  to  regret  it  later,  but  he couldn’t help but toot his own horn just the slightest bit. “I  have  used these  weapons  before,  instructor,”  he  said,  summoning  the overlapping  plates  of  glowing  armor  the  Shield  Ring  provided  as protection against spells. “Several times, in fact.” 

Brutus sniffed. “Until now, you’ve been a child fumbling in the dark,”  the  instructor  said  coldly,  glancing  at  the  maze  of  pipes  and boilers  filling  the  cavernous  space.  Then  a  strange  smile  flickered across his face, and Alec’s stomach fell. “Today you’ll be fumbling in the dark for  real,  Diamondspear. Don’t worry, you’ll find this fun. You probably  played  this  game  back  at  your  monastery,  before  Uriel discovered you were Esmerelda’s son.” 

“A game, instructor?” Alec felt his brows furrowing together. 

“Hide-and-seek,”  Brutus  said  with  evident  pleasure.  “Here’s what I want you to do, Diamondspear. Your goal today will be to land a  blow  on  me—just  a  single  blow.  Don’t  worry  about  hurting  me—I have healing spells and potions in abundance, and it’ll be a miracle if you manage to force me to use one.” 

Despite  himself,  Alec  snickered.  That’s  what  you  think,  he told  himself.  Evidently,  Brutus  was  just  as  capable  of  arrogance  as the  students  he  taught.  It  would  feel  good  to  turn  that  against  the man. Alec promised himself to do the best he could here—and find a way to beat Brutus if he could. 

“I’ll try, instructor,” Alec said, concealing his sarcasm behind a carefully neutral expression. “You said you wished to play hide-and-seek—will you be hiding, or will I?” 

“I will,” Brutus said, the corner of his mouth curling in a smirk. 

“Stand  in  the  center  of  this  circle  and  close  your  eyes, Diamondspear. Count to ten, and when you’re done, come and find me. Use all your tricks—your ring, your spear, that special cloak you always wear around your shoulders. I want to see how well you can put them all together in the service of tracking down an enemy.” 

Alec’s  heart  began  to  beat  faster.  For  the  first  time  since agreeing  to  Brutus’s  special  classes,  he  realized  the  practical applications of what the instructor had to teach him. Somehow, the actual  fighting  and  killing  of  combat  magic  had  remained  in  the abstract, despite the number of times he’d had to defend himself with his natural magic. Now, down here in the dark, there was no getting around it: Brutus was teaching Alec how to be a more effective mage killer. 

A  skill  he’d  sorely  need  if  half  the  teachers  in  the  Royal Academy worshipped at the altar of Chaos. 

Alec  took  up  a  place  at  the  center  of  the  circle  Brutus  had outlined, willing his heartbeat to slow. He could hardly hear over the churning  of  the  boiler  and  the  thrumming  of  blood  in  his  ears,  and he’d need all his senses as sharp as they could possibly be for this

‘game’. 

“Count, Diamondspear,” Brutus said. His voice faded into the darkness, and Alec strained to hear the direction of his steps. 

“One,” Alec muttered, swallowing hard. It felt wrong to keep his eyes closed, like Brutus might launch an attack at any moment. It would  have  been  just  like  the  man  to  teach  him  a  lesson  about keeping  himself  alert  for  any  threats,  but  Alec  felt  things  between himself and Brutus were different this time. There was a rawness to the  man,  a  savagery  that  told  him  this  would  truly  be  a  contest between the two of them. 

Considering how soundly he’d thrashed Alec during their last training session, that gave him reason to worry. 

“Ten,”  Alec  finished,  having  counted  the  previous  numbers silently to himself while thinking. Technically, it was violating the rules of the game, but Brutus would have to speak up to call him out on it

—which would give away his position. 

Alec  glanced  around  the  furnace  room,  filled  with  pipes, steam  valves,  and  machinery.  No  trace  of  Brutus  remained.  For  all Alec knew, the man had withdrawn from the basement entirely and headed back upstairs, intending for all of this to be little more than a prank. 

 No,  you  don’t  think  that,  Alec  told  himself.  He’s  out  there  in the darkness, watching you. 

“Ready  or  not,  here  I  come,”  Alec  growled,  holding  tightly onto  the  Diamondspear.  The  familiar  rush  of  battle-anger  flowed through his veins, but this time it was as if the spear itself recognized stealth  was  required  over  fury.  His  wrath  felt  muted,  the  cold  of  an old  grudge  rather  than  the  flowing  heat  of  a  crime  of  passion.  Alec grabbed onto it tight, using it to fuel him as he scanned the corners of the room. 

No doubt Brutus was watching him from the shadows, waiting to see how he would react. Alec felt an absurd urge to do something silly—start singing, or pick his nose, just to see if Brutus would give away his position. But deep down, he knew he wouldn’t. 

Alec moved toward the boiler, keeping the labyrinth of pipes to his back. He hadn’t heard Brutus scrape over these, and could be relatively  sure  the  instructor  wasn’t  hiding  back  there.  He  gave special  attention  to  that  boiler  before,  Alec  thought,  glancing  at  the roaring  flames  where  the  instructor  had  discharged  Alec’s  own  fire spell.  Perhaps that’s where he’d think to go first…

A loud clanking sound echoed through the chamber. 

Alec  nearly  jumped  straight  into  the  air.  The  sound  echoed, coming from some distance away in the thickest section of pipes.  If Brutus is watching me, he’s laughing,  Alec thought, willing his heart

to stop thudding against his ribs. How could he be so frightened of nothing at all, in a controlled test? 

Maybe  it  was  because  this  didn’t  feel  like  Brutus’s  previous lessons.  The  instructor’s  talk  of  healing  potions  and  spells  had  felt somewhat hollow, even as he’d explained it. Brutus didn’t have any such things, Alec thought—he didn’t expect Alec to get a hit on him. 

Was he planning to get one on Alec? 

Just  then,  another  clank  sounded  to  Alec’s  right.  This  time, he  managed  to  control  his  instincts  to  jump.  Did  Brutus  have  a pocket  full  of  stones,  or  were  the  old  pipes  just  expanding  and clanking with the increased heat of the boiler? Alec suddenly wished he’d paid more attention when Brutus brought him down here—and realized belatedly that that kind of vigilance was probably part of the lesson he wanted to teach. 

Alec  scrambled  beneath  a  chest-high  pipe,  heading  toward the noise. The Diamondspear glistened in the dim light. The Shield Ring lay at the ready, its armored plates ready to snap into place at a moment’s  notice.  The  Bloodcloak  whispered  around  his  shoulders, more alive than usual as he stalked silently through the gloom. Then

—

There. 

A  shadow  moved  across  the  back  wall.  Alec  froze,  craning his neck to listen for the sounds of Brutus’s footsteps. All his senses were  on  high  alert,  bright  and  clean  in  the  darkness.  His  blood pounded like ocean waves in his ears, the thrill of battle making the hair  on  the  back  of  his  neck  stand  up.  Brutus  had  been  right—this was  like  nothing  else.  Mages  didn’t  understand  what  real  combat was like: sitting in the back row of an army and tossing spells across the battlefield was as different from this as playing knights and kings was from being an actual leader. 

Then a small cloud of dust rose in front of a boiler’s stained front, and Alec struck. 

The Diamondspear flashed in his hands, striking home like a snake. He put all of his energy behind the strike, infusing the metallic

spear  with  a  bit  of  electrical  energy  he  hadn’t  known  he  still possessed as he twisted the knife tip. Sparks flew from the weapon as  it  stabbed  between  the  boiler  and  a  pile  of  sacks,  piercing  one and spilling a white substance all over the floor. 

 Flour?  Alec sniffed as a cloud of the stuff rose into the air.  It wasn’t Brutus at all—

That was as far as the thought got. 

A  figure  dropped  from  the  top  of  the  boiler,  twin  daggers flashing in the darkness. 

Alec  didn’t  think—he  just  reacted.  The  Bloodcloak  hissed around his shoulders as he lifted the Shield Ring, dropping his spear to the floor as he parried the figure’s stab. Brutus’s downswing was still  almost  powerful  enough  to  smash  right  through  the  magical barrier. Cracks spread across the armor, light spilling from them as the air filled with the thrum of powerful magic. 

In its light, Alec could see Brutus grimacing. For the first time since  stepping  into  the  darkened  furnace  room,  a  horrifying possibility  occurred  to  him.  Was  the  instructor   actually   trying  to  kill him? 

He  could  think  about  all  that  later.  Alec  threw  himself  to  the side,  clutching  the  Bloodcloak  tighter  as  Brutus  landed  on  his haunches  in  front  of  the  glowing  boiler.  He  reached  for  the Diamondspear, but Brutus stepped on it just beneath the point where the metal hilt met the knife, pinning it to the floor. 

Brutus  stabbed  to  the  side  with  the  red-jeweled  dagger, seeking  Alec’s  heart.  Only  a  supreme  effort  of  will  kept  Alec  from reaching  for  his  natural  magic.  Instead,  he  shrugged  into  the Bloodcloak, activating its ability as Brutus’s strike reached its target. 

The knife flashed, but Alec was already gone. In the space of a blink, he’d been sent across the room, reappearing in the midst of a maze of pipes. 

Alec  froze.  He  dropped  into  a  crouch,  peering  through  the gloom  to  see  Brutus  staring  at  the  spot  where  he’d  just  been.  The man  picked  up  the  Diamondspear  and  looked  it  over  for  long

moments, as if in admiration. Then he snapped it closed and tucked it into the back of his belt. 

“Diamondspear,” Brutus grunted, scanning the room. “I have your weapon. Come out and get it.” 

Now the circumstances were completely switched. They were still playing hide-and-seek—but now it was imperative Alec hide, that Brutus not be allowed to find him. Alec’s heart pounded like a kettle drum, so loud to his own ears he felt Brutus must be able to hear it. 

 He’s  really  trying  to  kill  me,  Alec  thought.  The  idea  felt absurd, yet what other conclusion could he draw? That had been a savage strike—the kind of thing a mage used to kill another mage. 

Had all of this been a trick, the series of lessons merely a ruse to get Alec to let his guard down? Or had Brutus discovered something that had caused him to change his plans? 

Either way, Alec had to get out of there. Either that—or stop Brutus permanently. 

“I see what this is,” Brutus said with a harsh laugh. “You were better as the hider than the seeker as a child, Diamondspear? You’re not  a  child  any  longer.  Come  out  and  defend  yourself,  if  you  think you’re able. Like I told you—I just want you to land one good strike. 

I’m right here, Diamondspear!” 

It  was  a  boast—and  an  obvious  trap.  But  it  got  Alec’s  mind working,  which  was  the  important  thing.  He  had  to  get  the Diamondspear back from the man, and find a way to disable him. 

“Diamondspear!”  Brutus’s  voice  came  out  as  a  bark.  Alec restrained the urge to jump, which would have given him away and shown his position to the instructor. “Stop hiding and fight, boy!” 

 I’ll show you a fight,  Alec thought, kneeling between two rows of pipes. He made his way stealthily across the room, sticking to the shadows  and  slipping  through  the  waist-high  junctions  of  pipes whenever possible. Brutus continued pacing in a circle, stabbing this shadow and that with his knives to try and draw Alec out of his hiding place. 

Whether this was a real fight or just for show, it didn’t really matter. Brutus had given Alec the go-ahead to use lethal force, and that’s exactly what he’d bring to bear. 

As  he  drew  closer  to  the  man,  the  Bloodcloak  murmured  in his ears. It whispered in a foreign tongue, the crimson interior of the garment  rustling  around  his  back  in  a  way  that  reminded  him disturbingly of Eleira’s caresses. The cloak felt as if it were  offering him something—some power that would aid him in fighting Brutus, if he’d only reach out and take it. 

With  more  time  to  ponder  this  strange  offer,  things  down  in the furnace room might have taken a very different turn that morning. 

But  Alec  had  no  space  to  consider  the  Bloodcloak’s  strange yearnings—Brutus  was  already  moving  toward  his  corner  of  the room,  the  man’s  features  twisted  into  a  savage  smirk.  For  Alec,  it was  literally   do  or  die— so  for  the  moment,  he  grabbed  hold  of  the Shield Ring and prepared to do the best he could with the cards he’d been dealt. 

Brutus  paused  on  the  other  side  of  a  clutch  of  pipes,  close enough that Alec could see the man’s shoulders rising and falling in the  shadows.  “You’re  better  at  this  game  than  I  expected,”  Brutus said,  a  delighted  lilt  in  his  tone.  “Hiding  suits  you,  Diamondspear!  I suppose  those  tactics  do  complement  you  well,  seeing  as  you  are Esmerelda’s bastard—” 

The Bloodcloak tugged, teleporting Alec behind the man mid-syllable.  No  secret  signal  passed  between  garment  and  man  to  let Alec know when to strike—he moved on instinct, striking out with the Shield  Ring  in  the  same  moment  he  felt  himself  tugged  along  the invisible axis of the Bloodcloak’s teleporting power. 

The interlocking shards of glowing armor snapped into place over  his  knuckles,  forming  a  gauntlet  of  painted  magical  gold.  Alec swung at the back of Brutus’s head—a cheap shot, to be sure, but under  the  circumstances  he  allowed  himself  to  bend  the  honorable rules of combat a bit. 

Besides, it was Brutus himself who said there  were  no rules in a fight. If you walked away and the other man didn’t, you won, and no one else could say different. 

But  Alec  underestimated  the  old  Mage  Slayer’s  speed. 

Brutus had less than half a heartbeat to dodge Alec’s strike, but he managed  to  block  the  punch  with  the  Diamondspear.  The  silver baton  slipped  from  the  back  of  Brutus’s  robes,  tossed  in  a  one-handed grip to  ping  wildly off the space between Alec’s second and third  knuckle.  The  magical  armor  wavered,  feedback  crackling  in Alec’s ears as his Ring vibrated on a hellish wavelength. 

“Ha!” Brutus twisted at the waist, blocking the next swing with the  Diamondspear  while  fumbling  with  one  of  his  dark,  twisted daggers. “Finally, you face me head-on!” 

Alec  charged  again  and  again,  a  fire  burning  in  his  chest. 

Brutus raised his knife, only for Alec to headbutt the man in the face, making  him  groan  and  drop  the  weapon.  Alec’s  fingers  closed around Brutus’s wrist, gripping hard enough to bruise as he tried to forcibly haul the Diamondspear from the man’s fingers. 

The  two  men  grappled,  and  for  a  long  moment,  everything hung in the balance. Blood streamed from Brutus’s nostrils, his eyes going unfocused as he tried to shake off the pain. 

Then Alec dealt Brutus a savage uppercut, slamming his fist into  the  bottom  of  the  man’s  chin  with  all  of  his  strength.  The  old instructor’s eyes whirled in his head, his jaw snapping shut with the force of a guillotine. 

 Got you!  Triumph flared in Alec’s chest as he reached for the Diamondspear.  I actually did it! I bested the Mage Slayer—

Brutus dropped the silver rod to the ground—and in the same moment, swept the second, twisted dagger from a hidden pouch on his belt. He stabbed forward, gritting his teeth. 

For a long moment, Alec felt nothing but a slight sensation of coldness in his stomach. Then he looked down to see blood coating the front of his robes. 

His mouth opened slowly and silently, like a fish caught out of water.  Something  changed  in  Brutus’s  face—the  man  took  a  step back, silently examining the hilt of the dagger protruding from Alec’s flesh.  He  stared  at  the  wound  with  an  almost  clinical  eye,  like  a surgeon determining the extent of the damage. 

Alec toppled. All the strength went out of his limbs as he sank to his knees, his lips going the color of ash. The world blurred around him  as  the  darkness  encroached  on  the  edges  of  his  vision,  filled with the dark, sooty flame of the furnaces. 

 Brutus killed me,  Alec thought despairingly as he sank to the floor.  He’s killed me and he’s managed to make it look like a training accident. No one will ever know the truth. Trystara! Eleira…

Alec’s eyes began to close. 

Only for a shock that felt like being tossed into a lake of ice water to hit him, jerking him back to full consciousness. 

When  he  glanced  down,  Brutus  had  removed  the  dagger’s blade from his guts and was pouring a blue, glowing potion over the wound. Everywhere it touched, it left nothing but smooth, unbroken skin  behind—as  if  the  ugly  gash  in  Alec’s  torso  had  never  been there. The potion could do nothing about his clothes, but he was only wearing  the  uniform  of  the  school—he  had  a  dozen  copies  of  the same outfit in his closet back at his quarters. 

“You almost had me,” Brutus said with something like pride in his voice. “That cloak of yours can’t directly attack an enemy, but it’s your most versatile tool, Diamondspear. The ability to be where your enemy doesn’t think you can be—that’s an asset many mages would give their left hand up in order to control.” 

Alec fought against a wave of disbelief as he stared down at his rapidly healing wound. “You… killed me,” he muttered, realizing belatedly how absurd he sounded. 

“Why  yes,” Brutus said, looking a bit taken aback. “I did. Just as you would have done to me had you been given the opportunity.” 

The man’s brows furrowed together. “I told you I had healing potions and spells, did I not? Don’t worry—had you managed to lay the fatal

blow  on  me,  the  ward  I  placed  upon  my  person  just  before  class would have knitted me back together long enough for me to handle the  wound.  Were  you  worried  you  would  be  blamed  for  my  death, Diamondspear?” 

 No,  Alec thought, willing himself to calm down.  I thought you would  get  away  with   not   being  blamed  for  mine.   For  a  time,  he’d actually convinced himself Brutus wanted to kill him. Hadn’t the man acted  as  if  he’d  wanted  to?  He’d  behaved  exactly  like  a  secret member  of  Chaos  would,  luring  him  into  the  basement  in  order  to destroy him. But prior to that, his lessons had meant to teach him to become stronger, to fight like a true mage. 

He  watched  these  realizations  flicker  across  Brutus’s  face and saw true hurt in the man’s eyes. “All of this is part of the training, Diamondspear,”  Brutus  said  roughly,  turning  his  face  away.  “I  have nothing but the greatest of respect for your Uncle and your line. The Diamondspears are great warriors, and even if you are a bastard—

well,  you’re  a  bastard  of  possibly  the  greatest  woman  these kingdoms have ever known. Esmerelda would be proud of the man you’ve become…” 

Now  Alec  felt  guilty.  “I’m  sorry  to  have  suspected  you, instructor,” Alec said, realizing he needed to give Brutus a touch of the real story here. Not enough to fully arouse his suspicions, but to make  the  man  realize  Alec  had  gotten  deeper  into  the  Royal Academy’s mysteries than he might have thought. “It’s just so hard to know  who  you  can  trust  here.  So  many  teachers  have  ulterior motives. And there are those who may… well…” 

Something  changed  in  Brutus’s  stance.  “Well   what?  Spit  it out, lad.” 

“I’ve  begun  to  suspect…”  Alec  said,  feigning  his  hesitance, 

“that some of the teachers… They might not have the student’s best interests at heart.  Or  that of the forces of magic, for that matter.” 

Brutus  stared  at  him  for  so  long  that  Alec  began  to  get nervous.  Finally,  however,  the  man  nodded  with  something  akin  to pride. “You’ve felt it too, aye?” 

Brutus didn’t have to tell Alec what  it  was. “I have,” Alec said. 

“The  only  thing  I’ve  been  wondering  is   who.  Are  they  aligned  with Chaos, or something else?” 

Brutus  glanced  past  Alec  to  the  door,  as  if  suspecting someone  might  barge  in  despite  how  much  effort  he’d  gone  to  in order to keep them away from the rest of the Academy. “I shouldn’t be telling a student this,” the instructor finally said, something inside of  him  bending,  “but  you’re  no  ordinary  student,  Diamondspear.  I have  indeed  begun  to  believe  there  is  a  secret  faction  within  the Royal Academy, just as you yourself have noticed. My best guess is that there are a few members of the faculty who flirt with the forces of  Chaos,  but  in  my  darker  moments,  I  begin  to  suspect  even  the instructors I know best.” 

“Even the Dean,” Alec blurted, before he could stop himself. 

Brutus’s  eyebrows  rose.  “Dean  Wolfe?  Now  that  would  be bad news indeed! No, the man is straight as an arrow. I don’t doubt that Uriel probably told you to watch out for the man prior to sending you here—Uriel Diamondspear and Jonas Wolfe have butted heads in  the  past.  But  I  can  put  your  fears  to  rest  on  that  score,  at  least, lad.” 

 Oh, Brutus,  Alec thought, trying to keep the smile on his face. 

 If only you knew…

To  tell  the  truth,  part  of  Alec  wanted  to  confess  everything right then and there. But the better part of his nature understood that he  just  felt  guilty  about  suspecting  Brutus  in  the  first  place,  and wanted  to  soothe  those  feelings  by  letting  the  man  into  his  inner circle. In reality, letting Brutus know the depth of the threat facing the Royal  Academy  would  be  like  setting  a  bull  loose  in  a  temple reliquary.  Sure,  Brutus  would  root  out  the  traitors  and  deal  them justice with his knives—but he’d climb atop a pile of bodies in order to do it, some of whom might very well be innocent bystanders. That wasn’t  how  Alec  wanted  to  play  things,  no  matter  what  the  Mage Slayer thought. 

Brutus finished that day’s lesson with another round of hide-and-seek. This time, he had Alec focus on keeping hidden with the Bloodcloak, filling an hourglass with ten minutes worth of sand and charging the lad to remain concealed from Brutus until all the sand ran  dry  within  the  timer.  With  the  power  of  the  Bloodcloak  and  his burgeoning knowledge of stealth, Alec managed to hide the full ten minutes—even  as  Brutus  went  berserk  and  attacked  every  corner, revealing each potential hiding place in the cavernous boiler room in turn. 

“Very   well  done,”  the  instructor  conceded  once  the  ten minutes were up. “Where did you manage to hide from me, lad?” 

Alec  smirked  and  gestured  at  the  one  direction  Brutus  had never thought to look: up. “There are a number of ventilation shafts in the ceiling,” he explained, nodding with his chin. “The Bloodcloak can take me up a level or two as easily as it can move me forward and  backward.  I  once  used  it  to  climb  the  great  chain  holding  the House of Doors to the Northmund Estate. I’ll have to tell you about it sometime.” 

Brutus dismissed Alec just in time for him to have no hope of making it to his next class before it would have already ended. That was  perfectly  fine  with  him.  His  stomach  rumbled  like  a  rockslide, and all of his friends would be at the dining hall shortly. 

He had no intention of remaining there. They needed to meet in Poictesme, for he had something important to discuss with them. 

It was time to decide how they were going to smuggle Alison Raleigh out of the Royal Academy. 





Chapter 14







“He   stabbed   you?”  Jolenta  exclaimed.  “You’re  kidding  me, right?” 

“Not  at  all.”  Alec  took  another  bite  of  his  lunch—chicken covered in a dark, sweet, and spicy sauce and served on skewers—

then washed it down with a mouthful of watered wine. “Brutus wants me  to  learn  how  to  fight  like  a  real  mage.  They  don’t  pull  their punches  on  the  battlefield,  or  merely  toss  spells  from  a  distance—

they get up in each other’s faces and fight like men.” 

“That’s  ghastly,” Jolenta murmured, going a little pale around the cheeks. “All that scraping and sweating down in the boiler room, of all places! That’s downright unhygienic, I must say!” 

The group had come directly to Poictesme after getting their lunches,  vacating  the  dining  hall  so  quickly  that  the  rest  of  the student body couldn’t help but be a little bit suspicious. Alec had told them  they  had  important  business  to  discuss,  and  along  the  way he’d told Eleira and the rest some of the details of his ‘secret training sessions’ with Brutus. Those few exploits had been so tantalizing—

particularly  to  Jolenta  and  Vodalus—that  he’d  had  to  spend  their lunchtime going into much greater detail about the mock fights he’d been having with the Royal Academy’s combat magic instructor. 

“I think he has the right idea,” Eleira said, startling the group. 

“When it comes to Alec’s life, or  any  of our lives, we can’t afford to fight fair. The enemy won’t hesitate to use dirty tricks, so why should we?” 

“You   just  can’t  handle  the  thought  of  your  boyfriend  getting hurt,” Jolenta teased as she wrapped a string of noodles around her fork.  “Not  that  I  blame  you,  mind.  Who’d  want  to  see  anything happen to that pretty face?” 

Alec felt heat rise to his cheeks. Even though he and Eleira were a couple and he’d made things clear about them to Jolenta, the girl still occasionally decided to tease Alec, knowing he’d react badly. 

It wouldn’t have stung so badly if he’d been able to understand the complicated  relationship  between  the  dramatic  student  and  her paramour,  the  dashing  young  man  Vodalus.  He  and  Jolenta  were known by everyone at the academy to be romantically affiliated, yet they  were  less  physically  affectionate  than  any  couple  he  knew—

even less so than he and Eleira before they admitted their feelings for  each  other.  He  wondered  if  Jolenta  did  truly  nurse  feelings  for him, beneath all the layers of drama and sarcasm, or if this was all some kind of game to the strange student. 

“Now  now,  Jo—just  because  Alec  is  a  pretty  boy  doesn’t mean he can’t learn how to fight,” Vodalus chided, grinning broadly at Alec. “You said he’s got you training without magic, too?” 

“It won’t always be available to us,” Alec said, thinking of the strange tingle in his fingers after he’d drained the core of that golem. 

Thankfully, those odd feelings had finally begun to wear off, but what if he did something in the future to burn out his magical energy for a time?  It  made  sense  to  be  prepared.  “I  always  knew  that  I  was powerful. The gifts I’ve been given—by Uriel, by the monks, by the Archon  himself—allow  me  to  do  great  things,  even  on  top  of  my natural  magic.  But  it  wasn’t  until  Brutus  began  training  me  that  I started to understand how they fit together. How they’re each a piece of a greater arsenal, designed to complement each other like a well-tailored outfit…” 

“Good.  Because  you  certainly  don’t  understand  outfits,” 

Jolenta said with a smirk. “I mean, my goodness, you haven’t made a single alteration to your school uniform in all the time you’ve been attending the Royal Academy!” 

Alec  glanced  down  at  his  robes,  then  over  at  Jolenta  and Vodalus’s.  “We’re  forbidden  to  make  alterations  to  our  clothes,”  he murmured, despite the fact that both students had made several. 

As he’d guessed, both of them shared a look. 

“That’s  what  they   say,”  Jolenta  said,  rolling  her  eyes.  “But you shouldn’t listen to what teachers say, Alec my darling. It’s what they  do  that matters…” 

Alec leaned over and put his hand in Eleira’s. The weight of the elf girl’s fingers around his own steadied him and helped him put the conversation in its proper perspective. 

“Anyway,  that’s  not  what  I  wanted  to  talk  to  you  all  about today,”  he  said,  glancing  around  the  mostly  empty  hideout.  “Where are Rawiri and Imogen, by the way?” 

Both  students  had  been  absent  from  class  ever  since  the incident  with  Maimonides’s  workshop.  Rawiri  taking  a  leave  from lessons  made  a  certain  kind  of  sense—the  young  man  had  been seriously injured in the collapse of the Shadebringer’s tower, after all

—but  Imogen  Mossflower’s  disappearance  couldn’t  be  explained away as easily. Neither had been seen in Poictesme in some time, despite  gaining  the  sort  of  invites  the  misfit  half  of  the  Royal Academy’s student body would kill for. 

To  Alec’s  surprise,  it  was  Vodalus  who  spoke  up.  “Rawiri Igneous is still recovering in the infirmary, last I checked,” the young man  said,  brushing  a  lock  of  hair  out  of  his  face.  “I’d  assume  Miss Mossflower is there with him. She seems to be utterly enamored with the boy, ever since his near-death experience and fall from grace.” 

“Ah,  young  love!”  Jolenta  clasped  her  hands  beneath  her breasts and sighed, miming a fall from her chair. “The sweetness of the  fruit’s  first  juice—when  the  naive  heart  is  too  raw  and  open  to protect  itself  from  the  fever  of  infatuation!  I  remember  those  heady days  well,  Vodie.  Nights  in  hyacinth,  by  the  shores  of  the  midnight lake…” 

“Stop,”  Vodalus  said  with  a  snicker.  “You’ll  scandalize  the young ones, Jo.” 

Alec,  however,  was  anything   but  scandalized.  “You’re  telling me you two have actually done more than hold hands?” 

The pair shared a look. Vodalus looked for all the world as if he  was  holding  back  laughter,  but  a  stormy  expression  settled  on

Jolenta’s face as she stared Alec down. 

“I  told  you  my  relationships  are  complicated,”  the  girl  said, absentmindedly  toying  with  a  lock  of  her  dark  hair.  “And  that  was said to you in confidence, Alec. I don’t go questioning why you and Eleira are as skittish as colts in the manner of romance—so don’t go second-guessing Vodie’s and my intentions!” 

“Skittish as  colts?” Eleira asked, scooting back her chair and making  a  face.  “Just  because  I’m  not  like  most  of  the  girls  at  this school—” 

“Enough!” Alec roared, springing to his feet. If he let this go on,  the  group  would  spend  all  lunch  making  snide  remarks  and joking  about  each  other’s  love  lives,  and  they’d  have  made  no progress on the Alison Raleigh situation. “I’m sorry, Jolenta. Clearly you and Vodalus’s relationship is your own business. I didn’t mean to pry.” 

Jolenta  looked  honestly  taken  aback,  and  more  than  a  little sorry she’d let things go so far. “No,” she said with a sigh, “I’m  the one  who  should  be  apologizing.  I  spend  so  much  time  wrapping myself up in dramatics and gossip, sometimes I forget when it’s safe to let the wall down and confide in those I really trust. I… I don’t think that right this moment is the right time to talk about my relationship. 

But at some point in the future, perhaps over a drink or two, Vodie and I might try to explain the tangled webs within our hearts to you and Eleira.” 

“Darling,” Vodalus said with a snicker, “you make it all sound so  intense. ” 

“I  can’t  help  it,”  Jolenta  replied  with  a  heavier  sigh  than before. “I do that with everything.” 

Both sides apologized, and Alec was glad for it. He needed to move onto business. 

He wished Trystara was there to corroborate his story, but his familiar was aiding Olivia Pawmaw with a unicorn about to birth to a pair of foals at the beast stable. Maimonides was also absent—not because Alec didn’t trust him, but because it might be better for the

Shadebringer  to  be  able  to  deny  ever  knowing  this  meeting  had taken place. 

Alec cleared his throat and prepared to drop the bomb. 

“Last  night,”  he  said,  settling  into  his  chair  and  looking  at each  person  sitting  around  the  table  in  turn,  “Trystara  and  I  broke into Dean Wolfe’s private study.” 

The color drained from Eleira’s face as her mouth formed a little ‘O’ of surprise. “Alec Diamondspear! You didn’t?” 

“Oh, tell me you  did,” Jolenta said, pouring herself a glass of wine.  “Please  tell  me  you  found  something  incredibly  juicy  you  can share  with  us.  Did  he  have  some  disturbing  literature  involving centaurs perhaps?” 

The  suggestion  caused  Alec’s  next  words  to  sputter  out  on his lips. “Centaurs? ” 

“You don’t want to know,” Vodalus said, putting a hand over Jolenta’s mouth. “Please, Alec, continue.” 

Deciding he really didn’t, Alec picked his story up where he’d left  off.  “Trystara  and  I  went  searching  for  proof  of  Alison  Raleigh’s accusations—whether  she  was  really  telling  the  truth  about  Dean Wolfe and the hidden Chaos faction within the faculty. We were just about  to  leave  when  Trystara  pulled  aside  a  tapestry  and  found  a hidden door—a door against a wall that shouldn’t have led anywhere at all…” 

While his spellbound classmates listened on, Alec told them the  entire  story.  Eleira  let  out  several  frightened  squeals  as  Alec detailed his and Trystara’s fight with the golems, as if the simple fact of Alec sitting there relating the story wasn’t proof enough that he’d made it back to the Academy without taking a serious injury. Jolenta and  Vodalus  leaned  forward  intently  when  he  got  to  the  part  about the  book  covered  in  strange  leather  and  filled  with  indecipherable script. 

“The Book of the Guilty?” Jolenta asked, sharing a look with her beau. “I think I’ve heard of something like that before, Alec. Do you still have this book?” 

Alec shook his head. “I gave it to Maimonides, and he’s got it on its way to Uriel. If anyone can decipher the script in that tome and extract the names of the conspirators from it, it’s my uncle.” 

Some  specter  of  tension  eased  from  Jolenta’s  face.  “Good. 

Because the little I know of such a tome suggests it would be a very, very bad thing to keep on one’s person for too long. You might even want to warn your uncle Uriel Diamondspear about such an effect—

though  I’m  sure  the  Archmage  knows  perfectly  well  his  own  safety better than any of us could.” 

Perhaps.  But  Alec  was  the  kind  of  lad  to  take  Jolenta’s warning seriously. “I will. But this poses an even greater conundrum. 

Surely you see what it is?” 

Eleira  and  Jolenta  shared  a  blank  look.  Yet  again,  it  was Vodalus who spoke up. 

“You and your familiar proved that Alison Raleigh is right,” he said,  nudging  Jolenta.  “And  you  promised  Alison  that  if  she’s  right, you’ll help her escape the Royal Academy.” 

“Not   just   escape,”  Alec  added,  wanting  them  all  to understand  his  obligations  up  front.  “I  promised  Alison  Raleigh  to return  her  to  her  people—to  the  Inscribers.  And  I  think  all  of  you know how I feel about going back on my promises.” 

Jolenta scoffed and rolled her eyes. “Well then, why tell her she was right at all? Let the little tart know you hunted through Dean Wolfe’s  things  and  didn’t  find  any  evidence  linking  him  to  the conspiracy.  You  already  passed  the  book  along  to  Maimonides,  so it’s not like she’s going to find it lying around and realize you pulled the wool over her eyes.” 

As  she  spoke,  Jolenta  gestured  toward  the  screen  atop  the Phantasmic  Projector.  It  was  on  pretty  much  all  the  time  in Poictesme  now,  since  there  were  safeguards  to  keep  anyone  not involved  with  the  inner  circle  from  making  their  way  down  to  the hideout  during  regular  business  hours.  Alison  Raleigh  lay  across  a looted  sofa  within  the  Projector,  eating  a  bowl  full  of  grapes  while reading a thick tome Jolenta had given her after describing it as ‘the

most  wicked  love  story  ever  written’.  The  blonde  even  looked  a  bit like Jolenta as she read it—all she needed was a glass of dark wine. 

Alec couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I’m not going to lie to her,” he said firmly, daring Jolenta to try and argue. “That’s not what we’re about. Using dirty tricks in a fight or on the battlefield is one thing—lying to a friend is another entirely. That’s a line I’m not willing to cross.” 

“Jo,”  Vodalus  said,  giving  his  girlfriend  a  sideways  glance, 

“Alec  has  a  point  here.  He’s  just  proved  that  Dean  Wolfe  is  a member  of  a  conspiracy  involving  the  teachers  at  this  school—and we have no idea which other members of the faculty might be in on it with  him.  That  means  that,  categorically,  the  Royal  Academy  is  not currently a safe place.” 

“Not until Uriel cracks the book and finds out which teachers are in league with Chaos,” Eleira agreed, picking up the thread of the argument.  “Which  means  we   should   help  Alison  get  back  to  her people,  because  it’s  killing  two  birds  with  one  stone.  We  keep ourselves safe from Chaos, and we fulfill our promise to Alison.” 

Jolenta made a face. She clearly didn’t like this idea but had the good sense to know when she was outvoted. “You really want to meet these people,” she muttered, throwing the remark out in a way that it could be meant for Alec, Eleira or the whole table. “These New Plagiarists?” 

“Inscribers. That’s what she calls them.” Alec sighed. “I don’t agree  with  all  of  Alison’s  methods,”  he  said  carefully,  wanting  his words to be phrased correctly. “But a great deal of her logic is sound. 

The noble houses  have  been hoarding magic to themselves, keeping the common people from learning how to cast spells and master the elemental  forces.  The  fact  that  the  two  strongest  students  in  this school are both commoners should put the lie to the idea that certain families are just  born  with the ability to master magic.” 

“Correction,” Jolenta said, raising a finger. “You were  raised  a commoner,  certainly,  Alec.  But  you  are  Uriel  Diamondspear’s

nephew.  That  makes  you  about  as  far  from  a  ‘commoner’  as  it’s possible for a student at the Royal Academy to be.” 

Alec didn’t want to fight with Jolenta—and he wasn’t ready to tell  her  the  truth  about  his  parentage.  Not  when  he  himself understood  it  so  poorly.  For  about  the  millionth  time,  he  wondered who  his  true  father  and  mother  might  be,  and  whether  they  were secretly members of the houses who were ‘supposed’ to be capable of casting magic. 

It would have felt like an odd betrayal for them to have been so.  Alec  didn’t  know  who  his  parents  were,  and  perhaps  he  never would.  But  he  felt  that  were  they  to  appear  before  the  table  in  that moment,  revealing  themselves  to  his  friends,  their  identities  would shock the school. They wouldn’t simply be some minor members of nobility,  with  an  inconvenient  child  they’d  shipped  away  to  a monastery shortly after it was born. 

Would they? 

“Regardless,” Alec explained, “I think it’s a good idea to make contact  with  Alison’s  people.  Hear  them  out,  listen  to  their  reasons for  doing  what  they’ve  done.  And  we  made  her  a  promise.  She deserves   to  be  with  her  family,  no  matter  what  crimes  the  school believes she’s committed.” 

“Coming  from  the  man  she  tried  to  frame  for  murder,  those are strong words indeed,” Vodalus said. “What do you say, Jo? Are we in?” 

Jolenta  looked  at  her  beau,  then  let  out  a  little  sigh.  “We’re in,” she said, shaking her head with worry. “But I have no idea how we’re supposed to pull this off. Even Alison had a twelve-hour head start  or  so  to  get  into  the  Phantasmic  Projector  before  the  faculty began using magical scans to try and locate her. We won’t have that luxury. The moment Dean Wolfe realizes his other prize student has flown  the  coop,  he  and  the  rest  of  the  faculty  will  pull  out  all  the stops…” 

Alec had thought of that. A sly grin spread across his face as he  gestured  toward  the  Phantasmic  Projector.  “That’s  the  brilliant

part,”  he  explained,  getting  up  and  walking  across  the  room.  “No one’s going to know we’re gone.” 

Jolenta,  Vodalus,  and  Eleira  all  exchanged  a  look.  “How  do you figure that?” Eleira asked, looking at Alec with a mixture of hope and  worry.  “We’re  checked  constantly  Alec.  The  first  time  we  miss class, there’ll be an inquiry. Perhaps we could time our escape with Olivia Pawmaw’s next lesson—she’d likely cover for us…” 

“If she’s not in league with Chaos herself,” Jolenta snapped. 

“Olivia!?”  Eleira  sounded  honestly  offended.  “If  Olivia Pawmaw has been seduced to the side of Chaos, we’d might as well all hand in our robes and give up now!” 

Alec  threw  levers  and  pushed  buttons  on  the  side  of  the Phantasmic  Projector  while  the  students  argued.  The  device’s  aura emerged from the sides, opening up the entrance and exit from the device’s strange battle arena. Seeing the portal open, Alison Raleigh set  down  her  book  on  the  screen  and  made  her  way  between  the pillars, stepping into Poictesme. 

“Gods,  it’s  been  a  while,  hasn’t  it?”  Alison  sighed  and stretched, like someone who’s traveled a long way by carriage and only just arrived. “So how did the investigation go, Alec? Did you find evidence for or against what I told you?” 

In briefer terms than the ones he’d used with the rest of the group,  Alec  informed  Alison  of  his  adventure  with  Trystara.  He  did not, however, mention the book, thinking it more prudent to keep that under  his  hat  for  the  moment.  Unlike  the  rest  of  his  friends,  Alison was  neither  giddy  nor  shocked  by  the  tale  of  the  hidden  door,  the strange  blood-powered  contraption,  or  the  golems.  She  was  just grimly triumphant. 

“I told you.” She nodded, looking at each person in the room in turn. “They’re all in on it—or most of them are, in any case. Olivia, Brutus,  and  maybe  a  couple  other  teachers  seem  like  they’re innocent  of  Chaos’s  taint.  We  need  to  get  out  of  here  as  soon  as possible, and report this to my people!” 

“Your people,”  Jolenta  replied,  as  if  the  girl  had  bitten  down on something bitter. “The New Plagiarists. How do we know we can trust you, anyway? Bringing you back to your people might very well land all of us in a trap we’re unable to escape from.” 

Alison’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “The New Plagiarists are what  they  refer to my people as,” she said, showing her teeth. “Our real names are the Inscribers. And if you’re going to be ferrying me out of danger, I might as well admit to you that our base is located on the  Haunted  Isle.  That   is  where  I  need  your  group  to  get  me  safe passage to.” 

Jolenta and Vodalus shared a very, very disturbed look. “The Haunted Isle?” Vodalus asked. 

“But it’s  haunted,” Jolenta added. 

Alison  Raleigh  stared  at  the  pair  for  a  long  moment—then threw back her head and laughed, loud and long. 

“It is,” the blonde admitted. “After a fashion. But not to worry, the  haunts  will  be  helping  us,  rather  than  hurting  us.  Besides,  you two look like the  least  likely students in the Royal Academy to have a problem with ghosts and ghouls…” 

Jolenta  flashed  a  secretive  smile  at  that.  “I  suppose  we  do have  some  of  that  traditional  charm,”  she  agreed,  looking  gratified. 

“Alright,  so  we  have  to  get  you  to  the  Inscribers.  How  do  we  book passage  on  a  suitable  vessel  without  Dean  Wolfe  finding  out?  The moment  we  fail  to  show  up  for  class,  or  miss  a  morning  drill,  we’ll have the hounds after us before you can say ‘traitors to the crown’.” 

Alec stood up. “I have plans for both of those things,” he said, sharing a smile with Eleira. “First, I need to show you something.” 

As  the  rest  of  the  group  watched,  Alec  walked  over  to  the Phantasmic Projector. The device’s aura continually leaked from one side of the contraption, an open door leading to the inner workings of that  strange  world.  Rather  than  step  into  the  aura,  Alec  moved  on instinct, letting the strange whispers of the Bloodcloak guide him as he threw levers and overloaded one of the control panels along the side of the machine. 

“Uh,  Alec?”  Vodalus  pushed  his  seat  back,  his  handsome face  filling  with  alarm.  “Are  you  sure  you  know  what  you’re  doing, man!?” 

Alec  didn’t.  But  a  moment  later,  a  pulse  of  that  strange energy  sparked  from  the  machine.  The  smell  of  ozone  filled Poictesme  as  the  assembled  group  jumped  backward,  their  eyes widening  with  fright  as  if  the  device  might  explode  at  any  moment. 

Alec simply allowed the arcane energy to wash over him, absorbed through  his  natural  magic  as  the  gears  within  the  Phantasmic Projector clanked to life. 

With the span of a few heartbeats, a copy of Alec stood next to  the  Phantasmic  Projector,  blinking  like  a  cave  dweller  who’d suddenly been exposed to the light. 

“That’s…  a   clone,”  Alison  muttered,  looking  even  more shocked than the rest of the group. “Just like the one I made to try and frame you—” 

“Better than,” Alec said, letting the bitter memory wash over him like water off a duck’s back. “Just watch. Phantasm Alec, do you remember me at all?” 

The false Alec shook its head. But behind its placid smile, so like Alec’s own, there was a hint of mischief about the youthful eyes. 

Yet again Alec had the impression of watching a talented performer wearing a mask—only this one had a much larger audience before which to ply its trade. 

“I  do  not,”  the  phantasm  said  with  a  faint  smirk.  “But  I  have your memories of the previous me, Alec. Don’t beat yourself up for being  unable  to  save  him.  You  couldn’t  have  possibly  known  that creatures  such  as  me  decay  rapidly  outside  of  the  Phantasmic Projector—and it’s not like you were killing a  person, in any case.” 

Just like last time, the strange creature’s nonchalance when it came  to  questions  of  existence  and  death  unnerved  Alec.  But  he forced himself not to think of things like that—for the moment, he had a job to do. 

“Excuse   me,”  Jolenta  cried,  slamming  a  fist  down  on  the table. “Just what in the world is this thing talking about?” 

“It’s a clone that talks,” Vodalus said, putting his hands to his cheeks like he’d just seen the most amazing gossip a person would experience  in  their  lifetime.  “Oh  Jo,  we’re  going  to  be   so  rich  once Alec shares the secret of making these things with us…” 

“That’s not why I’m doing it,” Alec snapped, shaking his head. 

“This is how we get out of the Royal Academy without Dean Wolfe noticing we’re gone.” 

Over  the  next  few  minutes,  with  help  from  the  clone  itself, Alec  explained  what  he  and  Maimonides  had  learned  about  the strange  beings  conjured  from  the  Phantasmic  Projector.  The  whole Poictesme  group  got  a  kick  out  of  hearing  Alec’s  tale  of  wandering around  the  Royal  Academy  in  the  middle  of  the  night—and  Eleira asked  some  questions  that  both  followed  Maimonides’s  train  of thought regarding the clones and surpassed him in some ways. 

Eventually,  the  whole  group  understood  the  basics:  the clones  could  not  do  magic,  they  did  not  consider  themselves  to  be the  person  they  were  ‘portraying’  despite  having  access  to  their memories  and  personality,  and  they  couldn’t  remain  apart  from  the Phantasmic Projector for more than six hours or so without needing to recharge. 

A  look  of  delighted  realization  dawned  on  Jolenta’s  face. 

“Good  heavens,”  the  woman  said  with  her  characteristic  drama, pointing  at  the  false  Alec  as  if  she’d  just  uncovered  a  spy  in  their midst. “These things are  actors! ” 

That brought a round of laughter around the table. 

“Something  like  that,”  Alec  admitted,  glancing  at  his doppelganger.  “In  fact,  we  might  start  calling  them  that,  if  that’s alright with you. Neither ‘Doppelganger’ nor ‘Phantasm’ truly seems to get to the spirit of what you are.” 

The false Alec bowed, as if accepting a hail of roses from an appreciative  audience.  “Actor  suits  me  and  my  fellows  fine,”  it  said

with  a  shrug.  “We  will  be  assuming  the  roles  of  a  bunch  of  Royal Academy students, after all.” 

Alec  nodded.  “What  I’ll  do  is  repeat  the  process  for  each  of you,”  he  explained,  gesturing  at  each  member  at  the  table  in  turn. 

“The clones—the  actors, that is—will pretend to be us, showing up at classes  and  at  mealtimes.  When  they’re  not  specifically  needed, they’ll recharge in the Phantasmic Projectors. How long do you think you’ll be able to keep up the ruse, actor?” 

“Oh, indefinitely,” the false Alec said with a shrug. “Assuming no one gets wise to the whole thing, of course. But your group tends to  hang  out  with  each  other  more  than  any  other  students,  so  it’ll take  a  while  before  any  of  the  Royal  Academy  lot  start  getting curious.” 

The  students  looked  both  pleased  and  amazed  by  this development.  But  none  reacted  more  strongly  than  Alison  Raleigh. 

She  stared  at  the  false  Alec—the   actor,  as  she’d  watched  Jolenta name  it—like  she’d  seen  a  ghost.  Or  like  she’d  stood  upon  the shoulders of giants only to find herself gazing up at an even higher horizon, far off in the distance. 

“How did you make him talk like that?” the blonde whispered, looking awestruck at the actor copy of Alec. “That’s astounding. Truly incredible. A discovery like this could change the entire world…” 

“Believe  me,  I’m  already  thinking  of  it,”  Vodalus  said  with  a winning grin. “Alec, just the practical applications are nearly endless. 

Forget  rigging  the  campus’s  betting  market—this  device  and  your spell  could  turn  us  into  a  larger  merchant  house  than  any  of  the kingdom’s guilds!” 

“First things first,” Alec said, dismissing their wild plans with a wave of his hand. “We made a promise to you, Alison, and I intend to keep it. Since you’re the only person here who  won’t  need a copy of themselves  made,  I  don’t  need  to  ask  you  if  you’re  alright  with  all this. But are you?” 

Alison looked like her opinion of Alec and his crew had done a  complete  one  eighty  from  the  beginning  of  this  meeting.  Where

before she’d viewed the Poictesme bunch with suspicion, tinged with a longing to be part of their clique, she now viewed them the way a besotted young girl might think of a bard or actor she was obsessed with. Alec knew they’d all raised themselves a substantial amount in her estimation by not trying to double-cross her on their promise. 

Still,  Alison  thought  it  over,  as  she  didn’t  want  to  hurt  them. 

“It’s you who’ll be taking on all the risk,” she said, pursing her glossy lips as she examined each member of their fellowship. “I worry that you’ll  all  be  setting  yourselves  up  to  get  expelled  by  following  this plan—but  there’s  truly  no  other  way.  The  information  I  have  simply has  to get to the Inscribers! Otherwise, the conspiracy in this school will never be uncovered.” 

Alec didn’t tell Alison about the special book he’d looted from Dean Wolfe’s quarters. He’d explained all the rest to her, and how it was  more  than  enough  proof  for  him  and  his  group  to  believe  her accusations. But it was better that the Inscribers not know about The Book of the Guilty, or that it would soon be in Uriel Diamondspear’s possession. 

“So  the  clones  take  our  place  and  resist  suspicion,”  Alison said,  the  plan  coming  together  in  her  eyes.  “That’s  wonderful.  Now all  we  need  is  a  safe  way  to  escape  the  grounds  and  reach  the Haunted Isle…” 

“I’ve been thinking about that as well,” Alec said, nodding at Eleira. “How’s Firemane been lately?” 

For  a  moment,  Eleira  looked  surprised—then,  as  the  import of his statement sank in, an excited smile spread across the elf girl’s face. “Antsy,” she said, leaning over and putting her hand in Alec’s. 

“Poor thing’s practically chomping at the bit to go on an adventure. 

Maybe we could take him out for a few days, go on a flight?” 

Alec  grinned  at  his  girlfriend,  thanking  the  Gods  that  he’d found  a  woman  of  such  a  similar  mind.  “That’s  exactly  what  I  was thinking,” he told her, giving her slender hand a squeeze. 

“You  think  Olivia  Pawmaw  could  provide  Firemane  with  one of those cabins she talked about?” Eleira asked. 

Alec  let  out  a  little  laugh.  “I  know  so.  Why  do  you  think Trystara isn’t here right now?” 

Abruptly, each member of the party seemed to come to their own conclusion that the demoness familiar hadn’t joined them down in Poictesme that afternoon. Vodalus elbowed Jolenta, as if she of all people  should  have  commented  on  the  demoness’s  absence  from the table. 

“We  thought  you  weren’t  going  to  tell  her  what  we  were doing,” Vodalus said, putting his chin into one hand and resting his elbow on the table. “Kind of like Maimonides. Otherwise, the gnome would be here with us, no?” 

The  remark  wasn’t  meant  to  sting,  but  it  inflamed  Alec’s sensibilities  all  the  same.  “I  don’t  feel  good  about  hiding  anything from the Shadebringer, to be sure,” Alec admitted, glancing guiltily at his girlfriend. “But I think that under the circumstances, it might be for the best.” 

Jolenta’s  brows  furrowed  together  in  confusion.  “Surely  you can’t suspect the  gnome,  of all people, of being a spy,” the student said, lifting her wineglass as if to bat away the very notion of betrayal from one of Alec’s paternal figures. “I’d even suspect Olivia of being an agent of Chaos before him—and I’d wager the very last copper in my purse against Olivia Pawmaw having a single mean bone in her body.” 

“It’s  not  that,”  Alec  said,  shaking  his  head.  “I  trust Maimonides very much. I’m sure he’d help us with this mission if we brought him into our confidence. It’s just that, I didn’t tell the gnome about Alison’s people. Who they really are, where they come from, what  their  true  motives  are.  And  there’s  a  reason  for  that.  If Maimonides  doesn’t  know,  he  can’t  be  compelled  to  give  up  that information to anyone at the Royal Academy.” 

The thought of what Dean Wolfe would do to get that kind of information out of the Shadebringer sobered the table into silence. “It might be best that he has plausible deniability, then,” Jolenta agreed, 

downing the dregs of her wine. “And I should have known better than to think you’d hide anything from that familiar of yours.” 

Alec’s  answering  laugh  was  loud  and  long.  “Trystara  can’t stay here. She’d know in an instant that the actors we conjured from the Phantasmic Projector aren’t us—and she’d rip them apart before you could say  evisceration  were she not to be let in on the trick.” 

In fact, Trystara might be the most important member of their group  to  come  along.  Of  all  those  fleeing  the  Royal  Academy,  only she  and  Alec  could  truthfully  tell  Dean  Wolfe’s  torturers  about  the book  they’d  taken  from  the  strange  realm  behind  the  Dean’s  study, or  the  revelations  they’d  found  in  that  bizarre  realm.  More  than anyone else, Alec needed to keep his familiar out of enemy hands. 

Not  that  he’d  have  her  remain  behind  in  any  case.  The demoness was family—if not before, then most certainly now. 

“Very  well—in  that  case,  I  agree,”  Jolenta  said,  nodding  at Vodalus for confirmation. “Riding to a haunted island on the back of an evolved dragon—my parents would have  conniptions  if I wrote to them the things that truly happened to me in this school! Of course my letters are all balderdash. No worries there, Alec.” 

Alec was already leaning over, his lips brushing Eleira’s ear. 

“You’re okay with this too, right?” he asked, looking deep into the elf girl’s  eyes.  “If  you’re  not  comfortable  using  Firemane  for  this,  we’ll find some other way. I know he’s your familiar—” 

That was as far as Alec got before Eleira kissed him. She’d done it before of course, and even in public a few times lately. But there was just something so much more intimate about doing it down in  Poictesme,  before  a  roaring  fire,  with  the  rest  of  their  group hooting  and  cheering  them  on.  Even  Alison  Raleigh  looked  a  bit envious of Eleira as her mouth parted to kiss Alec more deeply, the two  of  them  embracing  with  the  fervor  that  only  young  lovers  are capable of. 

With  their  plans  set,  there  remained  only  one  thing  left  for Alec  to  do:  create  clones  of  each  member  of  the  group.  These phantasms—what  Jolenta  unnervingly  referred  to  as   actors— would

indeed  act  as  duplicates  of  them  at  the  Royal  Academy  while  they were  gone.  If  everything  went  off  without  a  hitch,  they’d  be  able  to return  and  slip  back  into  their  old  lives  without  anyone  being  the wiser. 

Eleira was up first. The elf girl allowed Alec to lead her over to  the  Phantasmic  Projector,  walking  arm  in  arm  as  Alec  let  his intuition guide him through the same sequence of button pushes and flipped  switches  as  the  last  time.  When  the  strange  energy  pulsed through  the  machine,  setting  both  of  their  teeth  on  edge,  Alec  had prepared himself for it and was able to shrug the odd feeling off with greater alacrity. 

A  perfect  duplicate  of  Eleira  stood  before  the  Phantasmic Projector, smiling faintly. 

“Now  don’t  get  any  ideas,”  Eleira  snapped,  examining  the false  her  from  every  angle.  “Gods,  my  aunt  was  always  saying  I need to eat something, but you never see how right she is until you see your own figure from the outside…” 

“You  never  know  just  how  you  look  through  other  people’s eyes,”  Jolenta  said,  laughing  at  the  juxtaposition  of  the  elf  with  her actor. “Vodie, I’m seeing double!” 

“Yes,  very  clever,”  Vodalus  said,  sounding  more  stressed than usual. He seemed like he feared the Phantasmic Projector a bit

— but also as if he were eager to get the whole process over with. 

Alec  supposed  he  couldn’t  blame  him:  the  whole  thing  felt  a  bit spooky. “Am I next?” 

“In a moment,” Eleira asked, holding up a hand. She waved her fingers before the false Eleira’s eyes and gave a start when the duplicate  turned  a  friendly  gaze  onto  her.  “Hello  there,”  the  actor portraying Eleira giggled, glancing between her and Alec. 

Eleira  cleared  her  throat.  “Are  you  Eleira  Leafwalker?”  she asked, running a finger down her duplicate’s cheek. 

The  elven  actor  shook  her  head,  merriment  dancing  in  her eyes.  “Not  in  the  least,”  she  said  with  Eleira’s  voice,  “but  I’ll  fool almost everyone who comes around looking for you.” 

Alec wanted to ask what the duplicate meant by  almost,  but Eleira had already taken the reins for another question. “Do you love Alec  Diamondspear?”  she  asked,  glancing  harshly  at  the  man himself. 

In  response,  the  false  Eleira’s  lip  curled  in  a  smirk.  She stared at the real version of herself as if she knew what the elf girl was  thinking—which  she  most  likely  did.  “Don’t  worry,”  the  actor teased, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “I won’t do anything which  would  bring  shame  upon  the  Leafwalker  name  while  you’re away.” 

It was an innocent enough remark, but Eleira’s cheeks turned as red and ruddy as apples to hear it. “That’s not what I meant,” she sputtered, glancing between the clone and Alec as if she prayed the latter wouldn’t ask any questions. “I just—” 

“Gods,  woman,  what  a  tumult  goes  on  in  your  head!”  The false Eleira put her hands on the real one’s shoulders, gripping them with  sympathy.  “If  you  want  my  advice,  you  should  learn  to  relax more. I doubt you’ll take it, though—after all, you hear it enough from yourself as it is.” 

A  little  giggle  escaped  Eleira’s  throat.  “Well,  yes—you   are me,  after  all.  Or  something  very  much  like  me.”  She  turned  away, some  of  the  worry  having  dropped  off  her  pretty  young  face.  “Very well—I’m  satisfied.  Do  the  others—I  want  to  see  what  the  Vodalus and Jolenta clones have to say.” 

Vodalus  stepped  to  the  Phantasmic  Projector  like  a  man ascending the gallows. He nodded once to Alec, quite severely, and held  out  a  hand  for  the  younger  man  to  take.  “Go  ahead,”  Vodalus said, steeling himself. “Do it.” 

Alec frowned to himself as he flipped the buttons and hit the switches in the proper order, moving less on instinct than by muscle memory  this  time  around.  The  harshness  of  Vodalus’s  reaction surprised  him—and  when  the  false  Vodalus  stood  next  to  the Phantasmic Projector with its handsome smile, the real man wouldn’t even look the being in the eye. 

“It’s the spitting image,” Jolenta said mildly. “Do you have any questions for it, the way Eleira did, or would you rather just let things lie?” 

Vodalus swallowed hard. “I’m fine. I trust this  thing  not to get into  too  much  trouble  while  I’m  away.  I  don’t  need  it  to  tell  me anything about myself.” 

That  should  have  been  it,  but  as  the  actor  Vodalus  moved across the room to join the false Eleira, it suddenly glanced over its shoulder. “There is something you should hear, though,” it said. 

“Just stop,” Vodalus grunted. 

Kindness  filled  the  creature’s  eyes.  “These  people  are  your friends,”  it  called  over  its  shoulder.  “They  won’t  hate  you,  Vodalus. 

Not even if you’re honest with them.” 

Alec  didn’t  think  the  real  man  would  reply.  But  as  the  false clone  took  its  place,  Vodalus  turned  and  stared  it  down.  “You  can’t possibly  know  that,”  he  said,  in  a  tone  that  let  everyone  know  he considered  the  matter  closed.  “Because   I   don’t  know  that.  Jo, darling, you’re up.” 

In contrast to her beau, Jolenta looked almost excited to be cloned. “Take my hand, Alec—I feel as if I may swoon. Ah, I shall be overwhelmed to stare into the mirror of my own flesh! Will I drown in my  own  reflection,  or  shall  I  rise  above  the  fray  and  use  this revelation as a steppingstone to the divine?” 

“You’ll be fine, I think,” Alec said, giving the young woman’s hand a squeeze. “This should only take a moment.” 

As  the  machine  crackled,  Jolenta  glanced  from  Alec’s  hand to  Vodalus’s  face  and  gave  her  boyfriend  a  wink  that  bordered  on lewd. Alec couldn’t make heads or tails of what  that  meant, but a few moments later, a duplicate of Jolenta stood next to the Phantasmic Projector,  checking  out  its  hair  and  nails  in  the  reflection  of  its painted surface. 

“My  goodness,  I’m  a   goddess! ”  Jolenta  cooed,  miming bowing down in worship before her double. “Oh, the possibilities of this are endless, Vodie! Once this is all over, I wish to be attended

upon by an entire harem of my own clones! I’ll have this one feeding me  grapes,  while  four  others  carry  my  palanquin  across  the  desert as we sample the sights of the exotic East…” 

“How  interesting,”  the  actor  behind  the  Jolenta  mask murmured. “Of all of your group, you are the least inclined to see us as people.” 

Jolenta’s  pouty  black  lips  twisted  in  a  wicked  smile.  “Actors are  vermin,  darling,”  she  purred,  cocking  her  head  to  the  side.  “I should know—I  am  one.” 

The false Jolenta snickered. “When all is said and done, you might be the smartest one of them. I’ll try to keep that in mind as I prepare to play-act you.” 

“Ah, it’s the role of a lifetime!” Jolenta cooed, playfully batting at her actor double as it took its place among the others. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, darling!” 

“I’m physically incapable,” the clone said, matching Jolenta’s smile with one of its own. 

Alec’s head had begun to swim the moment the Eleira clone stepped  from  the  machine  and  hadn’t  stopped  since.  If  anything, Jolenta’s  reaction  to  her  own  doppelganger  just  threw  him  off  even more. 

“Alright,”  he  said,  looking  at  the  wall  of  clones.  “You  know what to do. Keep yourselves charged up, don’t act suspicious… well, more suspicious than normal, and wait for our return. Thank you so much for doing this.” 

In the oddest turn yet, each of the actors bowed. “It is what we do,” false-Alec assured the real Alec as they all grinned behind their  masks.  “Fear  not,  heir  of  Diamondspear.  We  shall  serve  you faithfully.” 

Those words echoed in Alec’s brain the whole walk to Olivia Pawmaw’s,  where  Firemane  and  their  transport  from  the  Royal Academy awaited. 

Chapter 15







Of  all  the  activities  a  mage  could  engage  in,  it  was  flying which always made Alec’s blood pump harder and heart beat faster in his chest. Taking to the skies never failed to give him a thrill, even in a craft as large as the Diamondspear clan’s airships. 

Which was why sitting upon Firemane’s back as the massive familiar soared into the night sky above the Royal Academy felt like an almost incalculable sensation. 

The buildings of the Royal Academy looked like toys beneath them as Firemane ascended into the evening sky. Far below, on the summit  of  the  hill  overlooking  the  beast  stable,  Olivia  Pawmaw waved  at  the  group  as  they  headed  skyward.  The  instructor  had gladly sworn herself to silence regarding their secret mission—what little she knew of it, in any case—and Alec felt as though if he could trust any instructor to keep their confidence, it was her. 

The  ‘cabin’  which  Olivia  and  Trystara  had  rigged  up  on Firemane’s back while they’d had their meeting down in Poictesme had  been  taken  from  the  great  spinning  wheel  of  a  carnival  in  a nearby village. It was longer than it was wide, with a flat, not terribly comfortable seat at both the front and the rear of the compartment. 

Thick leather bands strapped the cabin to Firemane’s flank, and the familiar was careful not to jostle it too much as he rose upward and away from the Royal Academy. 


It wasn’t the most comfortable way Alec had ever flown, and it made the tiny aircraft Uriel had brought him and Eleira to the Royal Academy  in  look  like  a  floating  palace  by  comparison.  But  Alec wouldn’t have had it any other way. 

The look on Eleira’s face was joy enough, all by itself. 

Unlike the rest of them, the elf girl had fled the cabin almost immediately. Olivia had anticipated this—a narrow lane of leather ran up the dragon’s broad back, studded with hand and foot holds to aid in  grasping  should  the  creature  have  to  make  a  sudden  turn.  Near the dragon’s neck lay a contraption a bit like a saddle and a bit like a chair, fastened with wide straps to keep a rider safe and sound while getting up close and personal with the familiar. 

It was here Eleira sat, patting the dragon and whispering into its ears as they left the Royal Academy behind. The elf girl looked so pleased to be flying with her evolved familiar that Alec could hardly tear his eyes off her. 

 She’s never looked so beautiful,  he thought, catching her eye and matching her smile with one of his own as she glanced over her shoulder a time or two to make sure the rest of the group was alright. 

 I love this woman. One day I’m going to make her my wife. 

He’d  never  let  himself  think  of  these  things  in  such  blunt terms,  but  his  heart  had  fully  accepted  that  future  now.  He  desired Eleira—wanted  to  gift  her  a  wedding  band,  to  walk  down  the  aisle hand  in  hand,  even  to  raise  children  together.  Yes,  both  he  and Eleira  were  somewhat  sheltered  in  the  ways  of  romance—

particularly  where  students  like  Jolenta  were  concerned—but  the deepness of feeling in his chest on quiet nights when he’d hold the elf  girl  against  him  had  a  depth  to  them  that  was  almost indescribable. This girl was his soul mate. Alec felt it in his marrow. 

Firemane bucked against the wind, riding an upcurrent over the  forest.  Dimly,  Alec  wondered  if  any  observers  from  the  Royal Academy  might  be  witnessing  all  this  and  raising  an  alarm—but hopefully, if that were the case, the clones down in Poictesme would already be doing their work. It would be hard to start a manhunt for Alec  Diamondspear,  Eleira  Leafwalker,  and  their  friends  when  they were  easily  found  walking  the  halls  of  the  Royal  Academy,  in  no great distress. They’d interrogate Eleira about her familiar, of course, but even if that failed, they’d already be far away by the time Dean Wolfe thought to come after them. 

“Ohhhh  dear,”  Jolenta  gurgled.  She  was  one  of  that  small number of nobles who never adjusted to air travel, becoming sick the moment the ground receded in their view. 

“Really,”  Alec  chided,  rubbing  between  Jolenta’s  shoulder blades  as  she  heaved.  “You  grew  up  in  one  of  the  noble  houses—

you  were  practically  born  on  an  airship.  How  are   you  of  all  people airsick?” 

“It’s a family weakness,” Jolenta said with maximum gravity, pushing the back of her hand against her forehead. “My mother had it, my grandmother had it. My great-grandmother flung herself from an airship when a lover failed to return her affection, and the women of my line have been frightened of air travel ever since!” 

“Your great-grandmother died in her sleep,” Vodalus said with a snicker. 

“Yes,  of  course,”  Jolenta  said,  batting  her  eyelashes.  “Poor thing went unconscious before she hit the ground.” 

“This is one amazing way to travel,” Alison said from her seat on the bench. Only she would be bold enough to actually attempt to recline  while  riding  a  massive  dragon  hundreds  of  feet  in  the  air—

and  from  her  relaxed  posture  as  she  leaned  over  the  side  of  the cabin  to  watch  the  landscape  scroll  by,  she’d  managed  it  adroitly. 

“Way  better  than  how  I  got  here,  in  any  case.  I  practically  had  to smuggle myself in the mail to get into the Royal Academy. Remind me to tell you all about it sometime—it’s one great story.” 

“I’m  sure  it  is,”  Alec  said,  grinning  as  he  continued  to  rub Jolenta’s  shoulders.  Alison  seemed  possessed  of  an  almost supernatural energy since leaving the Phantasmic Projector, as if the long  period  of  confinement  had  been  holding  back  an  irrepressible fount  of  creativity  and  coolness.  Now  that  they  were  well  on  their way, Alec found he liked Alison Raleigh even more than ever. It was starting  to  get  hard  to  remember  she’d  tried  to  kill  him  once. 

“Vodalus, shouldn’t  you  be helping Jo out here?” 

“Huh?  Oh,  sure.”  Vodalus  gave  a  start,  moving  over  to Jolenta’s  side  of  the  cabin.  He’d  been  staring  back  at  the  Royal

Academy as it faded over the horizon, as if he couldn’t quite let the place go. Of all of them, Vodalus seemed to be the most profoundly disturbed  by  the  meeting  with  his  actor,  however  brief  it  had  been. 

Alec wanted to ask him more about it, but he sensed it would be a mistake to do so in front of other people. Particularly Jolenta. 

“Thank  you,  dear,”  Jolenta  said,  gratefully  allowing  her boyfriend to take over. “Gods, I’m such a  mess…” 

Just  then,  a  gray  and  black  shape  soared  alongside Firemane.  Trystara  grinned  at  Alec,  gripping  the  side  of  the  cabin with  one  black-tipped  claw  as  she  rode  the  updrafts  along  with  the dragon.  “The  woods  beneath  us  are   full   of  spiders!”  she  grinned, arachnoid legs sticking out from between her fangs. “I don’t think the poor things have ever met a natural predator before! It’s as easy as getting a little ahead of the dragon, dipping down the forest floor, and loading up on the way back to the sky!” 

The  thought  of  Trystara  feasting  along  every  stop  on  their route  made  Alec  feel  a  bit  queasy,  but  he’d  long  since  resigned himself  to  letting  his  personal  demoness  have  her  strange  hungers and pleasures. “Great,” he said, shooting her a thumb’s up. 

“I  know  Jolenta  wishes  she  could  bring  her  familiar,  too,” 

Trystara  said,  glancing  over  at  the  heaving  Jolenta.  “But  there’s simply not enough room. Plus, if Voynamir were to fall over the side of the cabin, there’s no way I could catch the poor thing in time…” 

“I  don’t  think  she’s  worried  about  that,”  Alec  assured  his familiar.  “I  think  Jolenta  can  hardly  handle  herself,  and  she  has Vodalus to take care of too.” 

Trystara  nodded.  “I’ll  keep  an  eye  open  for  threats,”  the demoness assured him, her long tongue protruding from one side of her mouth as she lapped up a juicy, half-eaten spider. “Don’t worry, I won’t spend the  entire  trip feasting…” 

As  the  demoness  dropped  over  the  side  of  the  cabin, spreading  her  wings,  Alison  came  up  to  stand  next  to  Alec.  “You have a good relationship with your familiar,” she said, a strange mix

of joy and pain in her face. “That’s always a good thing to see. She hasn’t evolved yet, after everything she’s been through?” 

“She says she will if she ‘feels’ like it,” Alec said, making air quotes  with  his  fingers.  Alison  giggled  at  that.  “I  don’t  know,  I  think she’s  worried  about  assuming  another  form  or  something.  But Firemane  can  shrink  back  down  to  a  small  dragon  whenever  he needs to accompany Eleira through the halls, so I don’t know what she’s worried about.” 

Alison  watched  the  treeline  for  long  moments,  the  shadowy form of Trystara darting in and out of the forest. “I miss my familiar,” 

she admitted, her bottom lip forming an involuntary pout as her voice shook. 

Alec could have slapped himself. Here he was talking about Trystara, riding on the back of Firemane, while Alison was probably worried sick over whatever Abraxas was up to. The massive dragon had  taken  off  like  a  firework  after  Alison’s  failed  attempt  to  flee  the Royal Academy, and as far as Alec knew, it was still being pursued by the officers of the Royal Sky Watch. Alison probably feared they’d hurt the poor beast once they finally cornered it. 

“I’m so sorry,” Alec said, meaning it. “I know it and I clashed in  the  past.  But  I  truly  don’t  wish  any  harm  to  come  to  a  creature you’ve grown so fond of.” 

Alison hid her despair well, but a tear collected in the corner of her eye. “Just because you can’t use words to speak to each other doesn’t mean you don’t have a bond,” she muttered, sounding as if she were talking to herself rather than to him. “Even if they  hand  you the  damn  thing  and  tell  you  to  smuggle  it  into  the  Royal  Academy. 

No  one  could  spend  any  amount  of  time  around  Abraxas  like  that and not love him…” 

Alec  was  taken  aback.  “Abraxas  wasn’t  originally  your familiar?” 

Alison shook her head. “He’s from the battle stable—a place for  familiars  run  by  the  Inscribers.  On  missions  where  an  agent requires  a  familiar  with  a  special  power  or  ability,  they  check  the

beast  out  from  the  stable  the  way  a  student  at  the  Royal  Academy might  do  with  a  book  from  the  library.  Abraxas  has  had  several owners  before  me—but  he’s  never  bonded  with  one  before  like  he and I did. Olivia’s class, it… it changed things for us…” 

Alec  could  understand  that.  “For  me  and  Trystara,  too,”  he said,  watching  the  demoness  duck  and  dive.  “I  never  really understood  her  until  then—I  didn’t  know  what  she  really  wanted.  I was guilty of treating her like an animal; not out of malice but sheer ignorance. I’m glad Olivia set me straight.” 

Alison nodded gravely. “I hope to repair things with my own familiar,  once  I  see  him  again,”  she  said,  shading  her  eyes  with  a hand.  “My  parents  are  going  to  kill  me  when  I  get  back  to  the Haunted  Isle,  though.  I  don’t  know  what  I’m  going  to  say  to  them when I have to admit I lost Abraxas…” 

 Your parents?  Alec wanted to ask. But just then, Eleira let out a cry from her perch on Firemane’s neck. 

“It’s  the  ocean!”  the  elf  girl  cried,  making  her  way  down  the padded, handhold covered leather separating cabin and pilot’s seat. 

“I  can’t  believe  we’ve  traveled  so  far  so  fast!  I’m  so  proud  of  you, Firemane!” 

As  Eleira  stepped  into  the  cabin,  she  rushed  forward  and embraced  Alec.  The  elf  girl  had  thrown  off  her  last  bits  of prudishness  regarding  public  displays  of  affection,  and  felt  no hesitation  in  kissing  and  hugging  Alec  in  front  of  everyone  riding along Firemane’s back. Neither Jolenta nor Vodalus could give their usual  banter,  as  they  were  too  busy  along  the  cabin’s  side—one being sick, the other giving comfort. 

“I love you so much, Alec Diamondspear,” Eleira whispered. 

They  locked  eyes,  and  suddenly  Alec  knew  her  train  of  thought  as she rode along Firemane’s back matched his own. “When all of this is over, I want you and I to fly over the whole world on Firemane. We can  bring  Trystara,  too,  of  course—but  I  want  it  to  be  just  you  and me. I want it to be  special,  you understand?” 

“Sounds  like  a  honeymoon,”  Alison  said  with  a  sly  smile. 

“Does your dragon need directions from me?” 

Eleira, who’d looked on the verge of starting her honeymoon right  then  and  there,  gave  a  sudden  start.  “Oh,  yes!  You  said  the Haunted  Isle  is  somewhere  on  this  ocean.  It’s  not  on  any  of  the maps, but I’d assumed that was by design—obviously, the Inscribers don’t want anyone finding out where their base is located.” 

“It’s  surrounded  by  mists,”  Alison  explained.  “Without  the proper method of navigation, even a determined enemy could never find  it.  The  few  sailors  who’ve  washed  up  on  the  Haunted  Isle  and come back with tales of ghosts and spirits stumbled upon the place completely  by  accident.  You  could  never  find  it  if  you  were   trying, unless you came from there.” 

Eleira  nodded.  “So  it  really   is   haunted,  then?  I  sort  of assumed you were just joking with all of us about that.” 

“Oh, not at all,” Alison said with a broad grin. “It is—but the ghosts and spirits there are our friends. People wouldn’t be able to live very long on the Haunted Isle if they weren’t. I’ll introduce you to a few once we make landfall.” 

With that, Alison Raleigh made her way across the creature’s broad neck, to give Firemane instructions on the next phase of their journey. Trystara abandoned the forest at the edge of the ocean and flew  just  behind  the  dragon’s  haunches,  while  Jolenta  and  Vodalus were still busy. 

For  the  moment,  it  seemed  Alec  and  Eleira  had  something like privacy. 

Alec’s heart beat harder in his chest. He wondered if the elf girl could hear it—surely she had to, right? It felt as if it might rip right through  his  ribcage  at  any  moment.  But  he  couldn’t  help  it.  Eleira had  been  thinking  about  how  much  she  loved  him.  It  was  written across her face, plain as day. 

The two of them stood near the front of the cabin for a time, holding each other and staring out over the ocean. Alec felt as if he were  on  the  verge  of  something  great  and  terrifying,  like  someone

about  to  walk  a  tightrope  over  a  very  deep  canyon.  But  he  was thrilled at the same time—an excitement far beyond anything that a simple flight could give him. 

He cleared his throat. “That trip of yours,” he said, staring into the  elf  girl’s  almond  eyes.  “It  really  does  sound  like  a  honeymoon. 

The kind of thing a married couple would do if they wanted to travel the world.” 

Suddenly, Eleira couldn’t look him in the eye. She gazed out over  the  waves,  her  lips  a  tight  little  line  as  her  body  practically hummed with excitement. “It really does,” she admitted, a mad little giggle breaking from her throat. Alec had never seen Eleira like this before—her  eyes  and  hair  were  wild,  like  a  planes  banshee  had climbed over the side of the cabin and jumped into his arms. 

“Well then,” Alec said, taking one of Eleira’s hands in both of his, “in order to do that, we’d have to get married first, wouldn’t we?” 

There. He’d said it. Well, not  said  said it, but the implication was  as  bright  as  a  firecracker  on  Archon’s  Ascension  Day.  Surely, now he’d know if Eleira’s thoughts truly did match his own. 

The elf girl looked pale. Her hand trembled in Alec’s, clinging to  him  as  if  she  feared  she  might  fall  over  the  side  of  the  dragon’s flank.  “But  we’re  so  young,”  she  whispered,  knowing  even  as  she said  it  what  a  feeble  excuse  it  sounded  like.  “We’re  barely  even considered adults. And we’ve never… I mean,  I’ve  never…” 

Alec  chuckled.  “That  doesn’t  matter,”  he  assured  her.  “I’m willing to wait as long as you wish, Eleira. Right up until the wedding if  that’s  what  you’re  comfortable  with.”  Somewhat  paradoxically,  he pulled  her  tighter  as  he  said  this,  showing  her  exactly  what  her nearness did to him. “Because trust me on this, Eleira. You are the only  person I want to do those things with. And when it comes time to do them, I intend to be very,  very  good at it.” 

The  elf  girl  gasped.  “I  look  at  you,”  she  admitted,  flushing crimson,  “and  I  don’t  want  to  wait  at  all.  I  want  your  hands  on  me, your lips… oh, Alec, I know that here at the Academy I’m considered

such a prude! But among the elves, they’d say that I’m  burning  with passion…” 

He slipped a hand around Eleira’s waist. “I can feel that, too,” 

Alec  assured  her,  staring  deep  into  her  eyes.  He  steeled  himself, marshalling more courage than he’d ever needed on the battlefield, and held her tightly. “Will you do it, Eleira?” 

A  mad  little  laugh  left  Eleira’s  lips.  “Will  I  do   what,  Alec Diamondspear?  Just  what  are  you  asking  the  last  heir  of  the Leafwalker dynasty to do?” 

“You  know,”  he  said.  He  could  devour  her  right  then  and there, and he knew she wouldn’t regret a single moment of it. No one would  dare  stop  them.  Yet  he  held  himself  back,  being  the gentleman he knew she needed. 

“I do,” she whimpered. “But I want to hear you say it.” 

Alec  grinned—then,  in  full  view  of  everyone  else  on Firemane’s back, he got down on one knee. He had no ring, save for the Shield Ring on his finger, but he sensed he didn’t need it. What he and Eleira held between them was more precious than any jewel. 

“Eleira Leafwalker,” Alec said, a little laugh leaving him. Now that  the  moment  was  here,  all  his  anxiety  had  fled—if  anything,  he was   excited   now.  “Will  you  make  me  the  happiest  man  in  all  the kingdoms and be my wife?” 

Eleira  stared  down  at  him,  his  heart  on  her  scales.  And smiled. 

She  pulled  him  to  his  feet  and  kissed  him  harder  than  he’d ever felt. 

“Yes! ” the elf girl gasped, breaking the kiss with tears in her eyes. “Yes, Alec, I will!” 

Alec’s heart had never felt so light. He lifted Eleira into the air, spinning  her  in  a  circle  as  the  two  of  them  laughed  and  cried  and held each other. It would be a long time yet, he knew, before these vows became anything but the pledges of young love. They wouldn’t

have  time  to  finalize  things—to  take  those  steps—until  the  war against those who threatened the forces of magic was done. 

But at that moment, Alec Diamondspear didn’t care. He was truly the happiest man in the world. 

Trystara, who’d heard the whole thing from her perch, swung alongside the dragon and shot him a grin. 

Jolenta  turned  around,  clutching  her  stomach  with  a  look  of pure  shock.  “I  can’t  believe  it,”  she  murmured,  leaning  heavily  on Vodalus. “You wait until I’m  puking  to pop the question!?” 

“Just  be  happy  for  him,  darling,”  Vodalus  said,  holding  the young  woman  tightly  against  himself.  “It’s  not  every  day  your  two best friends decide to get hitched.” 

There  was  more  Alec  wanted  to  say  to  Eleira—so  much more, in fact. But as the two of them looked into each other’s eyes, a cry  sounded  in  the  air.  Not  from  Trystara  behind  them,  but  from Alison Raleigh, who sat in the pilot’s seat astride Firemane’s neck. 

“We’ve  got  company!”  the  blonde  roared,  pointing  at  a  spot on the horizon. 

For a long moment, Alec couldn’t see—didn’t  want  to see, in truth. But as the clouds broke over the ocean, the starry sky shining in the night, it rapidly became undeniable. 

A  flying  vessel  filled  the  air  behind  them,  heading  rapidly  in their  direction.  They  hadn’t  left  the  Royal  Academy  without  being seen after all. 

They were being followed. 



Chapter 16







Alec’s  heart  sank  as  he  watched  the  strange  vessel  draw closer.  Although  both  Eleira  and  Alison  had  coaxed  Firemane  as best they could, even the massive dragon couldn’t seem to outpace the craft the Royal Academy had sent after them. Whatever it was, it was  fast, and sooner or later, they’d need to brace for a fight. 

“Why  do  they  have  to  come  after  us  now?”  Eleira  said,  her cheeks  still  flushed  from  Alec’s  proposal.  “I  should  have  known  I’d never get a normal engagement party. How is that thing catching up to us so quickly?” 

Alec  wasn’t  sure.  He’d  never  seen  a  vessel  like  this  one before—even  from  a  distance,  it  looked  incredibly  odd.  He’d  have expected  anything  sent  by  Dean  Wolfe  to  be  built  like  a  tank—the way  the  Royal  Sky  Watch’s  vessels  had  been  during  the  airborne fight  against  Abraxas.  Instead,  whatever  they’d  sent  seemed  small and  sleek,  an  airship  designed  around  stealth  perhaps,  rather  than open  combat.  Which  opened  the  question  of  exactly  which  tactics their pursuers were prioritizing. 

“Prepare  for  a  fight,”  Alec  said  grimly,  reaching  for  the Diamondspear  in  his  robes.  “Trystara,  the  cabin!  Vodalus,  try  and clean  Jolenta  up  as  much  as  you  can.  We  might  all  be  needed  to repel a boarding party…” 

But  as  the  craft  closed  the  distance  between  itself  and  the fleeing  dragon,  Alec’s  confusion  mounted  right  along  with  his worries.  He’d  never  seen  a  ship  like  the  one  chasing  them  at  the Royal Academy before—or in  any  navy, to tell the truth. It looked like something out of a fairy tale. A sleek longship of the kind favored by ancient peoples, with billowing sails of blue and gold but no engines to be seen. As the craft drew nearer, Alec saw glowing runes along the broad flanks of the airship. Understanding dawned on him. 

 Magic   powered  this  vessel.  Was  it  a  missive  from  Chaos itself, or something wholly new? 

Just then, a door in the front of the longship’s cabin opened. 

Two  figures  stepped  out  onto  the  deck,  wreathed  in  shadow,  their features  unable  to  be  made  out  from  that  distance.  Alec  tensed, expecting any manner of attack—magic, arrows, even a teleportation spell  similar  to  what  the  Bloodcloak  could  do.  It  didn’t  seem  far-fetched to prepare against a supernatural boarding strike. 

Instead, something else filtered in on the wind. Laughter. 

“Ho,  Alec  Diamondspear!”  a  raucous  voice  yelled  over  the sound of the dragon’s flapping wings. “You sure took off in a hurry, didn’t you?” 

Alec froze. He  recognized  that voice. 

“Rawiri?”  he  called  back,  peering  through  the  darkness. 

“Rawiri Igneous, is that you?” 

The  glowing  runes  along  the  side  of  the  longboat  lit  up  like fireflies as the craft put on a burst of speed. The sails rippled against the wind as the vessel drew up alongside Firemane, the two figures on deck cackling with laughter. 

Just then, Trystara landed on the deck of the opposite ship. 

The demoness was wreathed in a coil of bright, shimmering light—

which revealed the sight of not only Rawiri Igneous but also Imogen Mossflower, captaining this strange vessel. Imogen’s red hair lay in rich tresses down her back, and her dress was far more dashing in cut and color than the normal muted colors she wore in the halls of the Royal Academy. 

“There  you  are!”  Rawiri  shouted,  lifting  an  arm  in  greeting. 

His other muscular limb lay in a sling, still recovering from his injuries when  Maimonides’s  tower  collapsed.  The  sight  of  the  tall,  friendly student  standing  astride  this  strange  stealth  vessel  struck  Alec  as the most bizarre thing he’d seen so far that night. Where in the world had the two of them been hiding this longship? Was it a present from Rawiri’s royal parents? 

Then  the  door  leading  down  to  the  longship’s  lower  decks opened.  A  third  figure  emerged,  chuckling  to  themselves  as  they took long strides across the faintly glowing deck. 

“Alec Diamondspear,” the voice said, in a tone as gruff as it was friendly. “Did you really think you could go off on an adventure without me?” 

There was only one person who that could be. 

“Master  Maimonides!”  Alec  shouted,  waving  back  to  the  trio as Trystara lit the way. “Why—what is this thing you’re piloting? How did you follow us from the Royal Academy?” 

The gnome strode to the side of the vessel, grinning across the  narrow  gap  at  Firemane.  “Good  question!”  the  gnome  said, cupping  his  hand  around  his  mouth.  “Alec  Diamondspear,  may  I present to you the  Titan’s Claw.  My latest invention—something very special  that  I’ve  been  working  on  for  a  long  time.  A  flying  vehicle both faster and more efficient than any yet created!” 

Alec felt a surge of adrenaline at the gnome’s boast. “Faster, perhaps,”  he  said,  glancing  at  Firemane’s  broad  neck.  “But  more efficient, certainly! You have no engine, Shadebringer!” 

“I  don’t  need  one,”  Maimonides  said  smugly.  “These  runes you see carved into my longboat? They were developed in concert with  our  special  friend.  The  one  who  likes  to  remain  submerged whenever possible!” 

The rest of the group wore expressions of confusion, but Alec understood  Maimonides  perfectly.  He’d  learned  about  this  leap  in technological magic from his conversations with the crystal shard—

by  communing  with  the  same  special  element  that  allowed  Alec  to create the actor clones taking his and the others’ places at the Royal Academy. 

“The   Titan’s  Claw   allowed  me  to  catch  up  with  you,” 

Maimonides  shouted  over  the  gap.  “Even  let  me  grab  a  couple  of your  friends  you  thought  were  too  wounded  to  make  the  trip!  Trust me—matching speed with an evolved familiar is not the sort of thing you can expect from an ordinary craft of the Royal Sky Watch!” 

Alec  could  see  that  plainly.  “Let’s  stop  yelling  across  the night!” he shouted over to the new group. “Is there enough space in your longboat for all of us?” 

Maimonides grinned. “Indeed there is, lad,” the gnome said, taking  a  step  back  and  observing  his  creation  with  pride.  “Rawiri, lower  the  gangplank!  We’re  taking  a  new  crop  of  passengers aboard!” 

As the rest of the group scrambled over to the  Titan’s Claw, Eleira  climbed  up  to  the  pilot’s  seat  strapped  to  Firemane’s  neck. 

She  spoke  to  the  familiar  in  low  tones,  reassuring  the  dragon  that everything was alright. Alec felt great tenderness as she rubbed the creature’s  scaly  mane,  whispering  the  way  a  mother  might  to  a spooked child. 

The  rest  of  the  group  were  on  board  the   Titan’s  Claw,     but Alec  waited  for  Eleira  to  finish.  He  helped  her  step  back  into  the cabin once she’d made the journey back across the dragon’s neck. 

“Shall we,” Alec asked. “Fiancée?” 

Eleira smiled like she was the luckiest girl in the whole world. 

“Won’t  Maimonides  be  surprised,”  she  murmured,  resting  her  head against  Alec’s  shoulder.  “Let’s  go.”  Then,  as  they  made  their  way across the gangplank: “Mrs. Eleira Diamondspear. You know what, I think I like it.” 

Alec smiled at her as they touched down on the  Titan’s Claw. 

He liked it, too. 





Chapter 17







“The  secret,  as  it  turned  out,  was   paint,”  Maimonides explained  as  he  led  the  group  down  the  stairs  leading  to  below decks. “By boiling the crystal shard’s infused water down into a kind of  crystal  paint,  I  was  able  to  infuse  the  boards  of  the   Titan’s Claw with  the  same  sort  of  creative  enchantment  that  animates  the Phantasmic  Projector.  It’s  a  vast  leap  in  magical  technology—the applications  to  other  branches  of  science  and  alchemy  will  be enormous.  Assuming I’m allowed to share them, that is.” 

The  interior  of  the   Titan’s Claw  was  somewhat  small,  owing to its designation as a stealth ship, yet somehow comfy and roomy enough  all  the  same.  Maimonides  led  the  group  to  the  vessel’s dining  chamber,  which  had  a  stately  table  every  bit  as  nice  as anything found in the Royal Academy. 

“We have rather simple fare aboard, to be sure,” the gnome explained, “but the wine is good, and there’s plenty of it. After all, I’m to understand we have something momentous to celebrate tonight?” 

Ah.  So  whoever  made  it  over  to  the   Titan’s  Claw   first  had blabbed  to  Maimonides—Jolenta,  probably.  That  girl  could  never keep  her  mouth  shut.  Well,  it  wasn’t  like  they’d  be  able  to  hide  it forever. 

“That’s  right,”  Alec  said,  slipping  a  hand  around  Eleira’s waist.  “We  won’t  be  making  anything  official  until  long  after  this adventure is over, of course. But we… well, we feel very deeply for each other. And we…” 

Maimonides smiled in a way that let Alec know he more than approved of this union. “You don’t need to tell me, lad,” the gnome said with a chuckle. “I’ve seen the way you two have looked at each other since Uriel first brought you to the Northmund Estate. Frankly, 

Eleira, I’m more surprised it took old Alec so long to propose! You’d think  he’d  be  worried  about  missing  the  opportunity  to  lock  you down.” 

“He’s  not  locking  down  anything,”  Eleira  said  with  one  of those  smiles  Alec  went  crazy  for.  “If  anything,  Master  Maimonides, I’m  the lucky one.” 

“The fact that you say that proves that it is in fact Alec who is the  lucky  one,”  the  gnome  said  with  a  self-satisfied  chuckle.  “But enough teasing. Tonight, we feast!” 

While  the  courses  were  served,  the  rest  of  the  Poictesme crew caught up with Rawiri Igneous and Imogen Mossflower. Both of them had been in the infirmary ever since the Shadebringer’s tower collapsed,  just  as  Jolenta  guessed.  What  she  hadn’t  known  is  that the  officials  of  the  Royal  Academy  had  been  keeping  them  there—

Rawiri had wanted to come back to classes almost immediately, only to be rebuffed repeatedly. 

“They’re  frightened  of  something,”  the  youth  said,  wolfing down his own portion of dinner and then some. “These mages—they are  timid,  Diamondspear.  Bureaucrats.  You  are  lucky  you  received training  from  Brutus—he  is  one  of  the  only  teachers  in  this  blasted Academy  I  truly  respect.”  The  man  grinned,  showing  off  his  even, white teeth. “The Mage Slayer.” 

“We  wanted  to  come  to  you  and  let  you  know  what  was happening, of course,” Imogen added, snatching a bite of food from Rawiri’s hand in a way that spoke of their intimacy more plainly than any  kiss.  “But  if  I’d  left  Rawiri’s  side  and  come  back  to  the  Royal Academy,  they’d  never  have  let  me  return.  They  tried  to  get  me  to leave as much as they could, as it was.” She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I think they would have  done things to him if I’d left.” 

“Interrogation with truth serum, no doubt,” Maimonides said, looking grave. The gnome coughed, looking around the room with a somewhat guilty expression. “I have to admit, Alec—as much fun as I’m  having,  I  didn’t   just   spring  your  friends  from  the  Academy  and

come  join  you  solely  to  take  part  in  your  adventure.  Things  are  in quite a state at the Royal Academy, I’m afraid.” 

The  table  fell  quiet.  Alec  glanced  at  Eleira,  who  looked between  Jolenta  and  Vodalus.  All  of  them  were  thinking  the  same thing, as clearly as if it were written on their foreheads:  the clones. 

“It’s all my fault,” Maimonides explained. “After you and I had our  little  conversation    in  my  new  tower,  I  decided  to  make  my suspicions known to a few choice members of the Royal Academy’s faculty.  After  sending the Book of the Guilty off to Uriel, of course,” 

the gnome added hastily, seeing the shocked look on Alec’s face. “I wouldn’t risk that tome falling into the wrong hands.” 

Alec’s  own  hands  shook  as  he  lifted  his  goblet.  “What happened?” 

Maimonides  smiled  awkwardly  and  spread  his  hands.  “I  ran into difficulties. And apparently, I must have confided in at least one of the wrong teachers. I went to Brutus and Olivia Pawmaw first, of course—and both were willing to join me outright in accusing Dean Wolfe  of  the  same  crimes  Alison  Raleigh  leveled  against  him.  But without hard proof, there wasn’t much any of us could do. And, as I said, I must have said the wrong thing to the wrong person.” 

“Why?” Eleira asked, aghast. “Master Maimonides, what has happened at the Royal Academy?” 

Maimonides’s  pause  was  possibly  worse  than  any explanation could be. 

“That’s  not  enough  to  make  you  abandon  the  Royal Academy,”  Alec  said,  sounding  almost  as  accusatory  as  Alison Raleigh. “Something else had to have happened.” 

“Something else did,” the gnome said heavily. “What is it you young people call it?  Ratting  someone out?” 

“Oh dear,” Eleira said, setting down her fork. 

“Yes,” Maimonides said, nodding sheepishly. “Someone went to Dean Wolfe first. The man claims to have uncovered proof—proof he has not actually  shown  to anybody, mind you—that myself, Alec

Diamondspear, and everyone on this vessel are all part of a plot to aid  Alison  Raleigh  and  the  New  Plagiarists  in  a  coup  against  the Royal Academy.” 

Jolenta spit out her wine. “But that’s absurd!” she protested. 

“That  doesn’t  matter,”  Maimonides  said,  folding  his  hands. 

“They know you broke Alison out of prison, and that’s proof enough for  most  of  the  faculty.  Oh,  Brutus  and  Olivia  know  the  truth,  but they’ve  got  to  keep  their  mouths  shut  now  to  save  their  own  skins. 

They don’t dare speak out.” 

Alec  thought  of  all  the  familiars  whose  care  depended  on Olivia  Pawmaw.  “I  don’t  blame  them,”  he  said,  squeezing  Eleira’s hand. He could tell she was thinking the same thing. 

“After  everything  you’ve  done  for  the  school,”  Eleira  said bitterly.  “Alec,  for  them  to  run  your  name  through  the  mud  like this…!” 

“It  doesn’t  matter,”  Alec  said,  shaking  his  head.  “Once  Uriel deciphers that book, the truth will come out. We’ll expel Dean Wolfe and all the rest of them…” 

But  Alec  trailed  off  at  the  look  on  Maimonides’s  face. 

“Archmage  Diamondspear  has  yet  to  have  anyone  impugn  his name,”  the  gnome  said  mildly.  “But  it’s  only  a  matter  of  time,  I’m afraid.  Whoever  is  behind  this  Chaos  conspiracy  has  many  puppet strings to pull, in many kingdoms.” 

Alec  sputtered.  “But  if  Uriel  has  proof,  then  surely…  they can’t simply elect to not see the list of conspirators…” 

“Such  information  will  be  assumed  to  be  tainted,” 

Maimonides said as gently as possible. “It’s highly unlikely even Uriel himself  will  be  believed  once  he  gets  the  book,  now  that  these accusations are out there.” 

Alec put his face in his hands, groaning. “Wonderful,” he said, trying  to  keep  a  good  sense  of  humor  about  him.  “Eleira—how  do you feel about being married to a traitor to the crown?” 

“Like I’d gladly be an outlaw with you,” the elf girl said firmly, smiling  at  him.  “But  I’d  much  rather  clear  our  names  and  get  the forces of Chaos on the back foot. I know we can do that, Alec. There has to be a way.” 

Before  Alec  could  reply,  Maimonides  cleared  his  throat. 

“Actually, that reminds me,” the gnome said with a smug smile. “You, Eleira, Jolenta, and Vodalus were all arrested shortly before I took off in the  Titan’s Claw.    Apparently, your entire group is being held in the dungeons beneath the dining hall—the same ones you sprang Alison Raleigh  from.”  He  glanced  around  the  table.  “Which  confuses  the stars out of me, since I see all of you sitting right here on my vessel.” 

Alec  and  Eleira  shared  a  look.  “Oh  no,”  the  elf  girl  said, putting a hand against her cheek. “Alec, the actors…” 

“Actors?” Maimonides couldn’t have looked more confused if he’d tried. “You hired  actors? ” 

Briefly,  Alec  explained  what  he’d  learned  about  the  way  the strange  crystal  energy  interacted  with  the  Phantasmic  Projector. 

Maimonides sat up straighter when he got to the part about creating duplicates  of  Jolenta,  Eleira,  and  Vodalus—though  Alec  didn’t mention the part where each of the clones tried to give their real-life counterparts advice.  Or that the advice was good, in Eleira’s case at least,  Alec thought as he narrated the story. 

“Good  gracious,”  Maimonides  said  once  Alec  was  finished. 

“Creating one of those clones is a feat to shame most of established wizardry—to  make  a  whole   group  of  them  is  another  thing  entirely. 

That’s incredible.” 

Alec  swallowed  hard.  “Not  incredible  enough,”  he  said, shaking his head. “Remember what happened to our friend from the other night when he was away from the Phantasmic Projector for too long?” 

It  took  several  seconds  for  this  to  sink  in  for  the Shadebringer.  When  it  did,  his  eyes  widened.  “You’re  saying  the clones will decay,” he said, as if realizing for the first time that Alec

and his group might have already been made by Dean Wolfe. “That they’re  already  decaying?” 

“If  the  Royal  Academy  doesn’t  know  the  students  they arrested  are  fakes,  they  will  soon,”  Eleira  said,  staring  down  at  her half-finished  plate.  Suddenly,  the  elf  girl  no  longer  seemed  to  have an  appetite.  “Once  they  figure  that  out,  they’ll  be  tracking  us  down the same way the Royal Sky Watch is trying to do to Abraxas.” 

“They’re  probably  not  even  trying  anymore,”  Alison  Raleigh said.  The  blonde  couldn’t  take  it  any  longer—she  tossed  her  glass across the room, shattering it against the far wall in a million shards. 

“It’s  not  fair!  All  we  wanted  to  do  was  give  the  gift  of  magic  to everyone! It shouldn’t be this  hard!  It’s not fair that evil, self-serving people get to rule the world!” 

Maimonides  stared  at  the  mess,  then  calmly  wiggled  his fingers. The shards of broken glass rose from the carpet, reforming themselves into the shape of a goblet before a small wave of glowing magic  restored  the  whole  thing  to  an  unbroken  form.  As  if  to punctuate  the  point,  Maimonides  moved  the  glass  through  the  air back to Alison’s place setting, putting it back on the same spot. 

“You’re  absolutely  correct  girl,”  Maimonides  said,  his easygoing air masking what felt to Alec like real frustration. “It is  not fair.  It  is,  however,  the  hand  we’ve  been  dealt.  And  we’re  going  to make the most of it.” 

Alison  Raleigh  had  begun  to  calm  down  from  almost  the moment  she’d  tossed  the  goblet.  Now  she  looked  at  the  reformed glass with a vague sense of shame, as if she regretted her childish outburst.  “There’s  only  one  thing  that  can  help  us  now,”  she  said firmly.  “We  have  to  get  to  my  people.  We’ve  got  to  make  it  to  the Haunted Isle before Dean Wolfe catches us.” 

Maimonides’s  eyes  widened.  “So   that’s   where  the  New Plagiarists have founded their base?” 

“Inscribers,” Alison corrected. “And yes. If we pierce the mists and make it to the island, we should be safe. We can get help from the  mages  there—including  my  parents,  as  I  told  Alec.  Unlike  the

Royal  Academy,  we  won’t  need  to  convince  anyone  there  of  a conspiracy  involving  Chaos—they  know  all  about  it  already.  They’ll be willing to shelter us as long as we need.” 

That  was  good.  But  Alec  couldn’t  help  but  feel  as  if  Dean Wolfe had beaten them. They had a safe port, of course, assuming they could get to it. But they’d been branded criminals, and as soon as the clones in the Royal Academy winked out from being outside of the Phantasmic Projector for too long, the Dean’s forces would be out trying to track them down. And now not even  Uriel Diamondspear was above suspicion? 

 If  this  is  all  Baldir’s  plan,  he’s  doing  a  great  job  of  it,  Alec thought ruefully.  What do we have that can stand against that kind of power? 

Then  he  looked  at  Eleira.  Squeezed  her  hand  and  felt  the warmth of her body next to his. The support. The love. 

 I  have  everything  I  need,  Alec  thought.  My  woman.  My friends. The Archon’s powers and gifts. We can do this! 

“Well,” Alec said, smirking at Eleira, “it’s a good thing I got the proposal taken care of before we both ended up behind bars…” 

The  elf  girl  giggled,  pressing  her  face  against  the  hollow  of his  shoulder.  “As  long  as  you’re  with  me,  I  can  handle  this,”  she whispered,  glancing  up  at  Alec.  “And  as  long  as  I’m  with  you,  you can handle this.” 

“I know,” Alec assured Eleira. “Trust me, these people have no  idea  what  a  mistake  they’ve  made.  We’re  going  to  make  them sorry—” 

A tremor passed through the  Titan’s Claw,    startling everyone. 

“What in the world?” Maimonides shot from his seat, grabbing his  looking  glass  as  he  raced  for  the  stairs.  “Firemane’s  not experiencing growing pains or anything like that, is he, Eleira?” 

“I  don’t  think  so…”  the  elf  girl  began  to  say,  but  just  then came  a  sound  that  removed  any  doubt  that  the  tremor  might  be  a one-off,  or  have  a  natural  origin.  An  enraged  scream  came  from

above decks, filled with such anger and pain that the hair stood up on the back of Alec’s neck. 

That was Trystara screaming. 







Chapter 18







Alec didn’t hesitate. He pushed his chair back from the table so hard it slammed to the wooden floor, his hand leaving Eleira’s as he raced for the stairs. 

“Trystara’s  hurt!”  he  shouted,  gesturing  for  the  rest  of  the group to follow him. “Come on! We’re under attack!” 

Only the sounds of hastily put away forks and plates let Alec know the others were following. He took the stairs two at a time, his heart  pounding  like  a  kettle  drum  in  his  chest  as  he  felt  for  the Diamondspear. Whoever had followed them out onto the open ocean wasn’t  dealing  in  warning  shots  and  demands  to  surrender—they’d already  attacked.  Both  Firemane  and  the   Titan’s  Claw   were  in  the interloper’s crosshairs, and Alec would need all his faculties to fight them off. 

He  exploded  through  the  door  to  the  deck,  scanning  the starry sky for any sign of trouble. He found it almost immediately. 

A great black dragon flew across the sky, spitting fire from its mouth and nostrils. Alec froze in his tracks as the rest of the group came through the doorway behind him, all of them staring up at the massive  creature  soaring  over  the  ocean.  The  dragon  was  not  as large  as  Firemane,  but  its  thick  black  scales  of  armor  exuded  an aura  of  menace.  Its  eyes  glowed  like  coals  in  its  reptilian  face, flashing with malice as it dove toward Trystara while firing lightning bolts from its claws. 

The demoness turned to see her master, her eyes more filled with fright than Alec had ever seen. 

“Alec!” Trystara roared, diving toward the deck of the  Titan’s Claw.    “This  thing  just  appeared  out  of  nowhere!  Firemane  and  I didn’t see it coming!” 

It  seemed  impossible  that  such  a  large  beast  could  have snuck  up  on  the  party  without  them  noticing.  Yet  a  few  moments later, Alec was to understand exactly how this sneak attack had been carried  out.  As  the  black  dragon  followed  Trystara,  smoke  pouring from  its  nostrils,  Alec  and  the  others  gradually  became  aware  of  a robed figure sitting astride the dragon’s great armored neck. A large man with a walrus mustache clung to the back of the black dragon, controlling it with shouted commands against the creature’s ear. 

At  the  sight  of  his  face,  the  entire  party  gasped  in  disbelief. 

How  had   Dean  Jonas  Wolfe  himself   made  it  from  the  Royal Academy so quickly? 

“Dean Wolfe?” Alec groaned, sliding the Diamondspear from its special pocket in his robes. “But how? And where did this dragon come from?” 

Trystara  landed  in  a  heap  next  to  Alec,  the  demoness’s hands  and  knees  hitting  the  boards  as  she  slammed  hard  into  the deck. She shunted off the majority of the impact by dropping into a roll, her leathery wings disappearing and reappearing as she popped back up into place next to the group. 

“It’s  not  the  Dean,”  Trystara  gasped,  pointing  with  a  black-clad nail. “I don’t know  what  that thing is, but it’s not Dean Wolfe.” 

A  sense  of  terror  gripped  Alec’s  heart.  He  stared  up  at  the man  riding  the  dragon,  a  heavy  figure  wearing  Jonas  Wolfe’s  face. 

For a brief moment, he felt a disorienting sense of  deja vu— and in that  moment,  he  was  right  back  inside  of  the  House  of  Doors, watching  Baldir  Diamondspear  pace  and  preen  at  his  sinister, makeshift dinner party. Looking up at Dean Wolfe was like watching Baldir’s  inhuman  face—something  so   close   to  an  ordinary  visage, but different enough to produce revulsion. 

“I  daresay,  your  familiar  is  right,”  Maimonides  proclaimed, gripping a crystal at his belt. “Look!” 

As  the  dragon  swooped  low,  tilting  to  avoid  a  bite  from Firemane, the figure sitting astride the creature’s great neck gave a disorienting   shimmer.  The  robed  figure  of  Dean  Wolfe  faded  for  a

moment, the stars visible through his finery, then solidified again as the dragon banked upward for another pass. 

Alec had seen that shimmer before. “Why, it’s not the Dean at all,” he said, amazed. “It’s just a phantasm!” 

He  expected  Maimonides  to  laugh,  for  the  tension  to  be broken. Instead, the scowl on the gnome’s face only deepened. 

“Not   just   a  phantasm,”  the  gnome  said,  moving  to  the controls of the  Titan’s Claw. “This will be no ordinary fight, Alec. That creature up there means to kill us all!” 

As  Alec  locked  eyes  with  the  phantasmic  copy  of  Dean Wolfe, he realized that  creature  was the very best word to describe what  he  was  looking  at.  A  savage  smirk  rose  to  the  face  of  the counterfeit  Dean,  and  he  laughed  wickedly  beneath  his  heavy mustache. 

“Alec  Diamondspear.”  The  words  echoed  back  and  forth  in Alec’s  skull,  so  loud  as  to  be  almost  deafening.  But  Alec  could  tell that only he could hear them. “The young man with the Archon’s own gift.  Capable  of  casting  a  spell  without  so  much  as  looking  at  a grimoire…” 

Next  to  Alec,  the  other  members  of  the  group  all  fell, clutching  their  heads  and  groaning  in  pain.  Whatever  magical language the false Dean Wolfe spoke, each of them heard it in their own skulls—and it caused them just as much pain as it did to Alec himself. He heard his own teeth grinding together as he spit on the deck, glaring defiantly up at the phantasmic duplicate. 

“You can’t know that about me,” Alec hissed through his jaw. 

“This is all some kind of trick…” 

“You  think  Alison  Raleigh  really  kept  her  pretty  little  mouth shut about what she saw? No honor among thieves, Diamondspear,” 

the  voice  rang  in  his  head.     The  false  Dean  grinned  wider,  the dragon’s mouth opening in a grimace beneath him. “She spilled the beans  within  ten  minutes  of  stepping  into  my  office.  Spread  those soft, pouty lips... in an effort to save herself…” 

The thought of the creature’s accusations made Alec sick to his stomach. “You lie! Monster!” 

The  groaning  and  writhing  of  his  friends  told  Alec  that  all  of them were going through a similar torture—that they weren’t hearing the  same  thing  as  him  when  the  creature  spoke  in  his  mind. 

Doubtless it tried to torture them as best as it could, to break them psychologically before it would have to face them in open combat. 

“You think the elf girl loves you?” The false Dean’s lip curled in a sneer, that  thing  lurking behind the mask of its face peering out through its eyes. “Pathetic! She loves the last name  Diamondspear. 

The moment you show weakness, she’ll turn her back on you, heir of the Archon. She’ll leave you not even knowing what it is you’ve lost. 

And your friends!? Once you can no longer provide them with what they need, they’ll fold up and blow away like leaves on the wind. Life is  a  series  of   transactions,  Diamondspear.  And  one  day,  your account will stand empty.” 

Somehow, Alec found the strength to stand. He shrugged off the worst of the terrible sensations coursing through him and stared up at the phantasm, shielding his eyes with the back of his hand. 

“I know what you are!” Alec roared. “And I know what you’re doing! You’re all the worst parts of my brain, reflected back to me all distorted like a reflection in a rippling pond. But  nothing  you show is real!  You’re  not  even  the  real  Dean  Wolfe!  You’re  no  different  than the moonlight you’re standing in!” 

A  deep  frown  appeared  on  the  apparition’s  face.  It  hadn’t liked that one bit—and it didn’t like Alec standing up to it. 

“Please, no,” Jolenta whimpered next to him. Her head was pressed against the boards of the  Titan’s Claw,  and there were long streaks of makeup running down her face. “No more! Please! I know I’m awful, I know I’m a m-m-mess! I’ve hurt so many people…” 

“Mother,”  Eleira  groaned,  rolling  onto  her  back  as  she clutched  her  almond  tresses.  “Father!  The  forests  are  burning…

Why!? What have I done?” 

More of the hateful aura retreated from Alec as he extended the Diamondspear to its full length. The cold metal of the weapon felt good  in  his  hands,  solid  and  real  against  the  phantasm’s  reveries. 

The familiar whisper of ancient spirits sounded in Alec’s ears, filling him with the battle-fury the warrior line was known for. Feared for. 

“Let  them  go,  Wolfe,”  Alec  said,  pointing  the  Diamondspear at his enemy. “You know in your heart this is between you and me. 

Stop showing them their worst fears—and let  me  show you yours!” 

The Phantom Dean—which Alec was beginning to think of as simply   Wolfe— just  chuckled  in  response.  “Oh,  Alec,”  the  thing snickered,  gripping  the  reins  hanging  from  the  dragon’s  neck  until the  creature’s  knuckles  bled  white  with  excitement.  “I  haven’t  even begun  to hurt your little friends!” 

The  deck  lurched  beneath  Alec.  Suddenly,  the  ground beneath his feet was no longer flat—it tilted heavily to the right, like a ship listing on a steep wave. Except there was nothing beneath the Titan’s Claw  but open air. And an ocean far below…

One  by  one,  the  glowing  runes  along  the  side  of Maimonides’s vessel began to darken. Wolfe cackled madly, each of his long fingers curling into a fist. The longship tilted dangerously to the  side,  spilling  Alec’s  friends  from  their  prone  positions  and sending them sprawling across the decks. 

Alec needed help. Every moment that passed, Wolfe drained the  energy  from  the   Titan’s  Claw.  That  strange  element  must  have been related to his magic—after all, it was that same power that had allowed  Alec  to  create  the  short-lived  clones  in  the  Phantasmic Projector.  When  Maimonides  crafted  the  boat,  he’d  never  expected to  face  an  enemy  who  could  control  the  very  mechanism  that  kept his longboat in the air. 

He  had  only  moments  to  choose  an  ally.  The  boat  dipped lower  and  lower  with  each  passing  moment,  the  bow  lurching dangerously  downward  as  the  vessel  pitched  forward  and  to  the right.  Eleira  and  Vodalus  lay  against  the  railing,  sobbing  and

clutching  at  their  heads  as  they  tried  to  shrug  off  Wolfe’s  horrifying mental powers. Neither seemed capable of doing so without help. 

Alec dove across the deck, coming up right next to Trystara. 

The demoness remained where she’d fallen, clutching her ash gray face  and  raking  it  with  her  dark  nails.  Her  red  eyes  rolled  in  their sockets, flooded with panic. 

“Trystara,  I  need  you  to  help  me,”  Alec  said,  grabbing  the familiar by her shoulders. 

“I can’t save him!” The demoness stared right through Alec’s face, not seeing him at all. “I can’t do it and I can’t save him unless I do it! I won’t be me, I won’t be  me, I can’t save him!” 

“Trystara,  I’m  right  here!”  Alec  yelled,  shaking  the  familiar with all his might. He had to snap her out of this. Those wings of hers were the only way he’d be able to reach Wolfe up on that big, scaly dragon.  “I  need  you  to  save  me!  All  of  us  are  about  to  crash  if  we don’t do something!” 

Trystara  blinked  rapidly,  snapping  back  to  her  senses.  Her eyes no longer saw an imagined future filled with despair: she stared at the here and now, looking into Alec’s face. 

“Oh Gods, what was that?” the demoness groaned, glancing at the ruin Wolfe’s attacks had made of the  Titan’s Claw. “Alec,  we have to attack—” 

A  wave  of  water  washed  over  them  both.  The  front  of  the Titan’s Claw  hit the churning ocean with a great splash, too many of the magical runes having been depleted to keep the vessel airborne any longer. Alec nearly lost his footing. He and Trystara tumbled to the  side  as  the  vessel  designed  to  fly  through  the  air  abruptly became one that floated on the ocean. 

Only  it  didn’t  float.  When  Maimonides  had  designed  the Titan’s Claw,  seaworthiness had apparently not been at the forefront of  his  mind.  The  vessel’s  front  dipped  rapidly  beneath  the  water, disappearing  into  the  churning  waves.  The  shock  of  it  snapped Alec’s  friends  from  their  trances,  the  danger  of  their  immediate circumstances giving them the fortitude to resist Wolfe’s reveries. 

“Oh  no  no  no,”  Maimonides  groaned.  The  gnome  walked backward  up  the  deck,  bumping  into  the  door  to  the  bridge  cabin along the way. “This can’t be! I built this ship to be the fastest, most secure vessel in the sky.” 

“Well,  it’s  in  the  ocean,”  Alec  said,  helping  Trystara  to  her feet. “That’s the problem.” 

Wolfe  cackled  above  their  heads.  Smoke  poured  from  his dragon’s nostrils, mixing with the salt of the sea to make them feel as if they were wreathed by an invisible wall. “Foolish children! To think you ever believed you could face down the forces of Chaos!” 

So  this  was  Dean  Wolfe’s  counterstrike.  But  somehow  Alec couldn’t  believe  the  Dean  himself  had  sent  this  apparition  to  follow their  trail.  This  creation  felt  far  too  powerful  to  be  conjured  by  the Dean. More likely Baldir Diamondspear himself was involved. 

A clutch of rigging had fallen from one of the sails, leaving a pile of the stuff around one of the masts like a spider’s web. Jolenta clung  to  this,  her  eyes  wide  with  fright  as  water  lapped  around  her ankles. 

“I suppose this would be a  terrible  time to inform you all that I never learned to swim,” the student murmured with a sigh. 

“At least you’ll leave a beautiful corpse behind,” Vodalus said, slipping a hand around his paramour’s waist. 

“True.  It’s  been  an  honor,  Alec.  I  feel  privileged  to  have served with you all—” 

“Oh,  don’t  give  me  that,”  Alec  said,  shrugging  off  her dramatics. “We’re not finished yet!” 

The  boat  continued  to  rapidly  sink.  Practically  half  the  deck sat beneath the water line now, with waves lapping at the rest of the Titan’s  Claw’s   cabins.  Alec  had  very  little  time  to  make  sure  his friends  were  secure—and  he  was  fairly  certain  Maimonides’s designs didn’t include lifeboats. 

As  the  waves  lapped  at  Alec’s  knees,  breaking  his  train  of thought, Eleira snapped out of her trance and grabbed at him. The

elf girl sobbed with relief, so happy to see him safe and sound she didn’t even seem to notice the predicament they were in. 

“Oh,  Alec!”  Tears  spilled  down  Eleira’s  cheeks,  falling  from her  almond  eyes.  “Gods,  I  just  had  the  most  horrible  vision!  I’m  so glad you’re alright—wait! Where’s Firemane?” 

Eleira’s  dragon  had  disappeared  at  the  same  time  Wolfe arrived.  Alec  scanned  the  horizon  for  the  beast,  but  the  smoke conjured  by  the  enemy  dragon  had  thickened  into  a  miasma, surrounding the shipwrecked  Titan’s Claw  and separating it from the rest of the ocean. 

For all Alec knew, Eleira’s dragon lay just beyond, struggling to re-enter the fight. 

 That  enemy  dragon  has  to  be  an  illusion,  too,  Alec  thought suddenly, bolstered by his observations.  It can’t possibly be as tough as it looks. If Trystara could just get me up there, I might be able to even the score. 

But first he had to save his friends. And help was coming—

from a very unlikely source. 

Had  it  not  been  for  the  screaming  of  his  friends  and  the crashing of the waves, Alec would have noticed it sooner. As it was, the whole of the  Titan’s Claw  had nearly sunk beneath the waterline before Alec felt the murmuring in his ears. Only it wasn’t a murmur—

it just sounded that way because he’d nearly been struck deaf. 

He’d heard the Bloodcloak whisper to him before. 

But now it was  screaming. 

The  fabric  vibrated  as  if  an  earthquake  had  split  the  land  in two. The crimson garment faintly crackled with energy, as if the sight of  the  counterfeit  Dean  had  awakened  something  within  it  that  had lain dormant in all the time Alec had worn the cloak. Of all his gifts, the Bloodcloak remained the most mysterious—it hadn’t been given to Alec by any human figure, but was left on the altar of the Archon by  an  unseen  force.  There  were  those  who  thought  the  Archon himself  had  given  the  heir  of  Diamondspear  the  cloak,  and  Alec wasn’t inclined to argue with them. 

As  the  Bloodcloak  shook,  the  gem  on  the  Shield  Ring  lit  up like a star. Suddenly, Alec got an idea. 

“Everyone,  to  me”  he  yelled,  balling  his  hand  into  a  fist  and thrusting it toward the floor. “Hold onto each other!” 

The group crowded around Alec. He saw Eleira, Maimonides, Jolenta and Vodalus, Alison Raleigh, and Trystara all press against him. As they nudged together to share the last bit of the  Titan’s Claw still remaining above the waves, Alec punched down   into the water, activating the Shield Ring at the same moment. 

Glowing metal plates snapped into place beneath Alec’s fist. 

The  aura  of  magic  pushed  away  the  waves  themselves,  and  for  a moment  the  Shield  Ring’s  armor  seemed  to  float  above  the  water rapidly taking their longboat down. 

Then the aura faded—and the armor floated atop the waves. 

He’d  formed  a  makeshift  raft  with  the  Shield  Ring,  a  platform  of glowing magic that managed to ride the ocean tide. 

Alec  turned  to  Eleira,  grinning.  “I’m  sorry  I  proposed  to  you without  a  proper  ring,”  he  said  apologetically,  pressing  the  Shield Ring into her slender fingers. “This’ll have to do for now. Take care no one falls out, alright?” 

Through  all  the  danger  and  the  stress,  Eleira  smiled.  “Yes, sir!” she said, shooting Alec a salute that didn’t feel mocking in the least. 

He nodded, then turned and stared up at Wolfe and his great black dragon. The counterfeit Dean had been content to float above the battleground, watching as his enemies sank beneath the waves, but  it  was  obvious  he  hadn’t  anticipated  Alec’s  trick  with  the  Shield Ring. His face had gone as red as a beet, and he looked about ready to burst with anger. 

“You little brat,” Wolfe growled, tugging on his dragon’s reins. 

“I was content to let the ocean take you, but now you’ll die burning beneath my dragon’s flames!” 

The great black dragon reared backward, its mouth opening so  wide  it  seemed  to  eat  the  sky.  Nothing  but  darkness  showed

within  those  mammoth  jaws—darkness  and  the  beginnings  of  a firestorm. Alec and his friends had nowhere to run. He should have been terrified. 

He  wasn’t.  The  Bloodcloak’s  excitement  felt  infectious; somehow, he knew it had all the answers he needed. 

Alec  moved  on  pure  instinct,  allowing  whatever  force  spoke to him in those moments to take the lead. He held the Diamondspear like a javelin, clutched high in one hand as he took aim at the flying dragon, the knife edge pointed skyward. 

 If the ancient Diamondspears could see how I’m treating their ancestral weapons, they’d be spinning in their graves,  Alec thought with a smirk.  But if it works, it’s worth it! 

With  a  yell  that  was  more  of  the  playground  at  the  Archon Temple  than  the  battlefield,  Alec  chucked  the  Diamondspear skyward.  The  silver  spear  flew  through  the  air  in  a  beautiful  arc, sailing over the waves like a shining needle. 

Wolfe’s  hands  tightened  on  the  dragon’s  reins,  preparing  a dodge. Then the shade of Dean Jonas Wolfe relaxed. 

“You missed!” the phantom said with a laugh. “Aimed too high

—” 

Wolfe  glanced  down.  To  see  Alec  Diamondspear  had vanished. 

What happened next was the stuff of bard’s tales, the sort of legends sung in couplets over tall tankards of ale. Alec gripped the Bloodcloak  around  his  shoulders  and   tugged,  teleporting  himself straight  up  into  the  air.  To  the  observers  on  the  floating  raft  of  the Shield  Ring’s  armor,  he  appeared  to   shimmer   next  to  them, disappear and reappear a good fifty feet in the air. 

Any  other  time  he’d  used  the  Bloodcloak,  that  would  have been it. He’d have shot up like a stone, fell back to earth, and been lucky not to break any bones. But not today. 

Today the Bloodcloak screamed with rage. It  howled  in Alec’s skull,  as  if  offended  by  the  very  existence  of  the  phantom  monster

raining down chaos on their heads. Alec could almost hear the word abomination   if  he  quieted  his  heartbeat  to  listen  to  the  murmuring inside of his brain. 

In mid-air, Alec disappeared again. This time he emerged in a flurry above and in front of where he’d been— above  Wolfe and his dragon. 

The Diamondspear reached the apex of its arc, pausing for a brief moment as if suspended in air high above the waves. 

Alec controlled his fall, rolling into a graceful dive as he sank like a stone. 

His fingers grazed the Diamondspear’s hilt as he fell. 

Man  and  weapon  plummeted  together,  both  heading  like  a meteor to Wolfe’s dragon. 

The  phantom  Dean  saw  what  was  happening,  but  was  too late to react to it. He screamed in fury, as if sheer rage could blunt the impact of the weapon headed for his mount. His fingers gripped the dragon’s reins, tugging them to the side with the sort of force that would break lesser necks. 

The creature moved at the last second, trying to get its scales out from underneath Alec’s dive. It almost made it. 

The tip of the Diamondspear hit the dragon right where sleek flank  met  tail.  Sparks  flew  from  the  impact  site  as  the  spear  sank home,  piercing  halfway  into  the  dragon’s  flesh.  The  great  creature screamed in pain and anger, spitting fire into the sky. 

Alec   twisted   the  Diamondspear  as  he  landed,  rending  the creature’s  flesh.  Black  blood  poured  from  the  wound,  dripping  into the churning ocean waves like droplets of cream poured into coffee. 

All the while, the youth’s eyes never left the false Dean Wolfe. 

“Move,  you  brute!”  Wolfe  demanded,  tugging  the  beast’s reins. “It’s only a little pain! Throw the brat into the ocean!” 

The dragon tried. Oh how it tried! It shook and shimmied like a dancer, trying to extract the annoying, painful barb Alec had sunk into  its  skin.  But  the  Diamondspear  anchored  Alec  to  the  creature. 

He  held  on  tight,  and  any  ripples  in  the  creature’s  muscles  just caused  the  knife  edge  of  the  steel  to  sink  deeper  into  the  dragon’s flesh,  to  cut  it  at  new  angles  that  caused  blood  to  course  down  its side. 

Soon,  the  dragon  was  howling  mournfully  in  pain.  Alec quickly withdrew the Diamondspear, then punched it through another of  the  soft  spots  between  the  dragon’s  scales  like  a  farmer  digging holes for seeds. 

“Come  down  here  and  fight  me,  Wolfe,”  Alec  said.  The Bloodcloak billowed about his shoulders like a living thing, riding the breeze.  “Are  you  afraid  to  face  me  on  the  back  of  your  very  own dragon?” 

Wolfe   harrumphed,  blowing  out  his  mustaches  as  he relinquished his hold on the creature’s reins. “Certainly not!” he cried, shaking  a  fist  at  Alec  Diamondspear.  “You’ll  not  make  demands  of me, whelp!” 

Alec  shrugged.  “Fine.  Then  we’ll  do  this  on  my   fiancée’s dragon.” 

The  stars  shone  over  Alec’s  shoulders,  sparking  in  a  clear black sky. 

The dragon’s wall of smoke had vanished. 

Wolfe had just enough presence of mind to grab for the reins. 

It was the only thing that saved him as the two dragons collided in mid-air.  Firemane  slammed  into  the  side  of  the  nameless  black dragon,  roaring  like  a  dam  bursting.  The  impact  shook  the Diamondspear  loose  and  knocked  Alec  from  the  black  dragon’s back, sending him flipping through the air along with his weapon. 

Before he hit the waves, Alec disappeared. A rent in the air opened  above  Firemane’s  neck,  and  the  youth  dropped  through  it, smoothly taking control of the massive golden dragon. 

“Hey there, Firemane,” Alec murmured, rubbing the dragon’s head.  “I  made  sure  your  mother’s  okay.  Let’s  get  these  two  out  of here so she stays that way, huh?” 

A  blast  of  fire  from  the  dragon’s  massive  head  was  all  the response Alec needed. 

Firemane’s  claws  flashed  as  he  pounced  on  the  black dragon, knocking the creature backward to send it falling toward the waves. Alec had to hang on tight as both dragons hit the water, biting and clawing as the salt and sea lapped at their wounds. 

It didn’t take long to realize which of them was the stronger. 

Firemane had the advantage of fresh legs, while Alec had wounded Wolfe’s phantom dragon deeply even before their clash began. More of  the  dragon’s  black  blood  stained  the  water,  forming  inky  clouds that surrounded it. 

With  a  growl  of  frustration,  Wolfe  let  go  of  the  reins  and jumped.  Alec  couldn’t  believe  it—the  man  simply   abandoned   the dragon,  giving  it  the  slip  the  way  a  student  might  sneak  a  half-finished essay into a teacher’s assignment stack after class. It was one of the most shameful displays Alec had ever seen. 

And it didn’t matter a whit. 

The  moment  Wolfe’s  attention  left  the  beast,  it  began  to shimmer  and  dissolve.  First  the  stars  could  be  seen  through  the dragon’s  glistening  scales,  then  those  scales  began  to  disappear entirely.  The  dragon  twisted  and  rolled,  sailing  toward  the  churning waves below—but as it hit the water, no splash rose to greet it. The thing simply  dissolved  into the churning sea, stripped of its form as Wolfe could no longer be bothered to hold it together. 

All  that  remained  once  it  sank  beneath  the  water  line  was moonlight. 

Something  glowed  beneath  the  sea  form.  The  prow  of  the Titan’s Claw  exploded from the churning ocean, rising into the air as the  runes  along  its  sides  blazed  back  into  life.  The  makeshift  raft Alec  had  created  with  the  Shield  Ring’s  armored  plates  rose  right along  with  it,  sliding  across  the  deck  as  the  craft  gained  altitude. 

Eleira  let  out  a  yell  and  snapped  the  plates  back  to  her  fist, dismissing them now that they were no longer needed. 

Cheers filled the air. Alec’s friends stood upon the deck of the resurrected   Titan’s  Claw,  soaked  to  the  bone  but  otherwise unharmed. They’d done it—he and Firemane. They’d beaten Wolfe’s dragon. 

But  the  man  himself  was  nowhere  near  finished  with  the attack. 

“Give  up!”  Maimonides  yelled,  climbing  to  the  topmost  point above the  Titan’s  Claw’s   cabin.  “Your  dragon  is  gone,  Dean  Wolfe! 

Surrender, and we’ll let you live!” 

“In  exchange  for  information,”  Alison  Raleigh  added.  The blonde gazed fiercely at the floating form of the Dean, as if she were seeing all of her most long held beliefs finally about to be vindicated. 

“We  want   names.  Everyone  who’s  a  member  of  the  Chaos  faction within the Royal Academy.” 

Maimonides grew thoughtful. “With this shade testifying,” the gnome  realized,  “even  the  smokescreen  thrown  up  by  the conspirators shouldn’t be able to keep the truth from getting out.” 

Wolfe  merely  snorted.  “You  think  I’ve  lost?”  the  man  asked, cocking his head to the side. Droplets of saltwater fell from his thick, walrus-like  mustache,  making  him  look  even  more  like  a  sea creature than he had on the back of a dragon. “Really?” 

The hair on the back of Alec’s neck stood up. “Get away from him,” he murmured, lifting a hand. “Stand back! This is some kind of trap!” 

It  was.  But  the  trap  wasn’t  on  Maimonides  or  any  of  Alec’s friends—but on Alec himself. 

Wolfe  threw  himself  to  the  side,  moving  quicker  than  a striking  snake.  His  smirk  blurred  as  his  form  distorted  beyond recognition, turning into a ribbon in the air. A black ribbon. 

It shot toward Alec and Firemane, too fast for anyone on the deck  of  the   Titan’s  Claw   to  cast  a  spell  or  try  to  help.  It  tightened around Alec’s neck like a noose, tossing him off Firemane’s back. 

Alec heard screaming from his friends as he toppled. He fell toward  a  stormy  sea,  but  one  that  was  no  longer  quite  so  flat  as before. As he fought with the ribbon-like form of Wolfe, trying to tear it  from  his  body,  the  water  swirled  into  a  whirlpool  with  high,  steep walls.  Alec  could  almost  see  the  ocean  floor  far  below.  The  water churned  quickly  enough  to  leave  that  deep  of  an  indentation  in  the sea. 

For  the   Titan’s  Claw,  it  was  a  cue  to  rise  above  the  fray. 

Maimonides’s  craft  shot  upward  into  safety,  the  faces  of  Alec’s friends  filling  with  dismay  as  they  shrank  far  above  him.  Alec  saw Eleira lean over the side and reach out as if she could catch him, but the moment for that had long since passed. 

His  body  tensed,  expecting  to  hit  the  water  at  any  moment. 

Instead,  he  fell  and  fell,  long  past  the  point  where  he  should  have been underwater. The black ribbon, having finished its work, slipped from  around  his  neck  and  reformed  into  Wolfe.  The  man  grinned down  at  him,  most  of  his  human  form  shed.  He  now  looked  like  a scarecrow,  but  with  feathery  black  wings  extending  behind  his shoulder blades. 

“Here we are,” Wolfe cackled as he lifted a hand. “No more distractions!” 

A massive wave coursed over Alec’s head. It shut out the sky above,  replacing  it  with  a  dome  of  churning,  ever-moving  water instead.  Alec  realized  the  phantasm  had  created  this  pocket  deep beneath  the  ocean—that  the  motion  of  the  whirlpool  cleared  this space. This far down, none of his friends could hope to cast a spell to aid him, or dive in to his rescue. 

He was alone. 

Alec  landed  on  a  floor  of  shifting  sand.  It  was  obvious  this small  pocket  had  been  the  ocean  floor  until  moments  ago—the remains of crustaceans and fish who hadn’t been fast enough to flee littered  the  ground  around  him.  A  short  distance  away,  the  swirling walls  of  water  churned  endlessly.  Wolfe  landed  in  a  graceful  dive, brushing a speck of dirt from his robes as he turned to face Alec. 

“I’m  sure  they’re  all  cheering  you  on,”  the  phantom  Dean said, glancing up at the dome of water he’d created. “But you won’t hear  them.  Nor  will  the  Archon’s  gifts  avail  you  on  the  ocean  floor. 

This place is your tomb, Diamondspear. A watery grave…” 

Alec shook his head. “You’re wrong,” he said, reaching down to the loamy earth around him. Something glinted in the shallows, so brightly  that  even  the  shells  and  rocks  couldn’t  hide  it.  He  held  the Diamondspear.  The  silver  and  steel  weapon  showed  not  a  hint  of damage. “This is the end of the line for you, creature. Tell me what I need to know, or face oblivion!” 

The monster let out a guffaw that was very like Dean Wolfe himself. “And what do you need to know, lad? You wish me to recite your list of enemies?” 

“For  a  start,”  Alec  growled,  lowering  the  sharp  edge  of  the spear  before  him.  “After  that,  you  can  explain  to  me  what  it  is  that you truly are.” 

Wolfe grinned. “Gladly! All your enemies are up there—” here it  gestured  with  a  gnarled  finger  at  the  barely  visible  glow  of  the Titan’s  Claw   on  the  other  side  of  the  wall  of  water,  “—though  you know it not and believe them falsely to instead be your  friends.  And as for what I am…” 

The figure shifted as it took a step forward. The bones of its face moved sickeningly, like chunks of meat floating in a stew. The mustache  dissolved,  the  flat,  fat  face  narrowing  and  growing  high, regal  cheekbones.  Even  before  the  transformation  was  complete, Alec’s  blood  froze  with  recognition—but  it  wasn’t  until  the  shifting finished that the total picture stood before him. 

Baldir  Diamondspear  stood  before  Alec,  haughty  and  regal, like a figure from his worst fantasies. 

“It can’t be you,” Alec said, his voice somewhere between a growl and a groan. “It can’t be you!” 

For an instant, anger flashed in the creature’s face. “That is indeed  correct,”  it  said,  pronouncing  each  syllable  with  Baldir Diamondspear’s  educated  pronunciation.  “I  am   not   Baldir

Diamondspear, but he and I are cut from the same cloth. Once our mission is complete, Baldir will rise beyond even his former powers

—and the true Diamondspear will ascend his throne.” 

Alec  couldn’t  believe  what  he  was  hearing.  He  shook  his head,  dropping  into  a  battle  stance  that  was  the  same  one  Brutus had  taught  him  at  the  Royal  Academy.  “You  won’t  hurt  my  friends again,”  Alec  said,  twirling  the  spear  before  him.  “I  don’t  know  what you are, but you’ll die like anything else.” 

The creature with the face of Baldir Diamondspear chuckled. 

“Come  on  then,”  it  growled,  making  a  ‘come  here’  gesture  with  its long, spindly fingers. “Try and strike me down, young man. You’ll find I’m no easy meat!” 

The  command  was  so  similar  to  the  one  Brutus  had  given him during their secret sessions at the Royal Academy that Alec was momentarily taken aback. A sense of  deja vu  washed over him as he heard  Brutus’s  voice  in  the  back  of  his  head.  Just  lay  a  hit  on  me, Diamondspear…

The man couldn’t have known he was preparing Alec for this. 

But in that moment, he had ample reason to be grateful for Brutus’s teachings. 

Alec  lowered  the  Diamondspear,  couched  the  weapon,  and charged. It was an almost comically open attack, a single hard stab toward  the  monster’s  heart.  The  thing  wearing  the  face  of  Baldir Diamondspear  chuckled  as  if  it  couldn’t  believe   this   was  Alec’s attack—then  dove  to  the  side  smoothly,  its  hands  transforming  into long, vicious knives. 

“Slow  fool,”  the  shade  growled,  raking  its  claws  upward toward  Alec.  “Your  elf  girlfriend  won’t  find  you  so  pretty  once  I’m through with you—” 

But the creature’s claws struck nothing but air. 

At  the  last  second,  Alec   rippled,  disappearing  from  sight within  the  span  of  a  blink.  The  false  creature  staggered  backward, losing its footing as the crunch of metal through flesh failed to arrive. 

The  monster’s  momentum  continued  forward,  forcing  it  to  take several halting steps through the sand. 

“What  is  this?”  Shock  showed  on  the  Baldir-face  as  the creature  scanned  the  small  pocket  of  empty  space  beneath  the ocean.  “Parlor  tricks.  If  you  think  such  fancies  will  avail  you  in  the war to come, you are profoundly mistaken—” 

A  figure  shot  like  an  arrow  at  the  creature—from   within  the wall of churning water. Alec Diamondspear held his weapon in both hands, at the absolute limit his muscles were able to stretch. His feet touched  down  on  the  sand  for  a  fraction  of  a  second,  and  in  that second, the weapon slashed sideways through the monster’s back. 

Black blood sprayed hot and thick from the shade. The false Baldir grabbed his haunches like a man who’d been forced to carry a heavy load all day, but there was nothing of relief in the enraged cry that erupted from his throat. 

The creature whirled, but Alec was already gone. 

“What!?”  Black  energy  rippled  from  the  monster’s  claws, rapidly staunching the wound. “What  is  this?” 

Alec  watched  the  scarecrow  of  a  man  twist  from  behind  a rippling  wall  of  water.  The  Bloodcloak  faintly  wavered  around  his body,  pushing  away  the  worst  of  the  ocean’s  flows  as  he  kept  his mouth shut. 

The  memory  of  a  dingy  boiler  room  filled  his  mind.  Thank you,  Brutus,  he  thought,  angling  himself  for  a  better  attack  as  he waited  for  the  false  Baldir  to  turn.  Your  lessons  in  stealth  were necessary sooner than even you could have guessed…

He waited. And waited. Until the creature twisted all the way around, peering through the waves at the other end of the bubble as if seeing something lurking in the gloom. 

The  Bloodcloak  pulsed,  and  Alec  shot  forward  like  a  stone loosed from a sling. 

This  time  the  weapon  embedded  itself  in  the  false  Baldir’s leg,  spearing  through  flesh  and  bone.  The  monster  buckled,  going

down  on  one  knee  as  Alec  retracted  the  knife-edge  of  the  silver spear  from  the  wound.  Emboldened,  Alec  swung  horizontally, seeking  to  decapitate  the  creature  during  its  moment  of  weakness. 

But the false Baldir was stronger than he’d expected. 

Ice flowed from its fingers, forming around the Diamondspear as  he  swung.  It  caught  and  held  the  weapon  mid-strike,  the  sharp edge  of  the  enchanted  weapon  freezing  inches  from  the  false shade’s throat. 

Alec twisted, spinning away with the sort of dance move that would  have  made  Jolenta  and  Vodalus  proud.  He  landed  a  short distance away, shifting his weapon to a two-handed grip and holding the hilt before him, blocking a phantom blow. 

The  attack  didn’t  come.  The  creature  that  wore  the  face  of Baldir Diamondspear clutched its thigh, grimacing with pain. As Alec watched,  those  features  twisted  across  its  visage,  becoming  Dean Wolfe once more before shifting into a twisted grimace that was no real person at all. 

“You’ve  been  learning  from  the  Mage  Slayer,”  the  shade groaned, spitting into the dirt. “Old Brutus couldn’t have done better himself. You’ve bested me, child.” 

Alec doubted that. The creature undoubtedly had at least one more trick in store, and he was ready for it to arrive when he least expected it. 

The  Bloodcloak  whispered  in  his  ears,  as  if  confirming  his own thoughts. An undercurrent of disgust flowed in those words. 

“I  know,”  Alec  whispered.  “I  don’t  like  him  either.”  Then  he straightened  up  to  his  full  height,  peering  down  at  the  creature  on one  knee.  “So  what  will  it  be?  Surrender,  and  spill  your  master’s secrets? Or die to my blade?” 

To tell the truth, the creature would be lucky to survive either way. The familiar tide of battle fury sang in Alec’s veins now, spurring him  to  attack.  He’d  need  a  supreme  effort  of  will  to  spare  this monster, especially after the way it had tried to hurt his friends. 

The  thing  known  as  Wolfe  didn’t  seem  inclined  to  give  it  to him. He let out a low, wheezing cough, tried to raise himself on his wounded knee, and sunk back down. 

“You don’t like me?” it asked petulantly, like an angered child. 

“Fair  enough.  You  can  fight  me   now,  Alec—even  kill  me,  should  it come  to  it.  After  all,  I  wear  the  face  of  someone  you  have  no particular love for.” The features shifted back to Dean Wolfe’s. “You heard  this  man  bash  the  common  people  as  inferior.  He  stated openly  that  people  with   your   background  don’t  deserve  to  wield magic. Of course you have no issues with killing me.” 

“You are not Dean Wolfe,” Alec said, still waiting for the trap. 

“You’re  just  a  monster  wearing  his  face.  It  doesn’t  matter  how  you make  yourself  up,  creature—what  you  are  on  the  inside  is  still  an abomination.” 

“Oh  really?  This  time,  it  was  no  trouble  for  you  to  fight.  But what if I came to you like  this?” 

This time, the monster did manage to get to its feet. As it did, its frame stretched, giving the creature at least a foot in height as it straightened  up  in  the  sand.  A  beard  sprang  from  its  chin,  Dean Wolfe’s  beady  features  replaced  with  a  more  regal  visage.  Despite knowing that this wasn’t real, that it was another of the phantasm’s tricks, Alec’s heart skipped a beat. 

Uriel Diamondspear stood before him. 

“Not  so  eager  to  spill  my  blood  now,  are  you?”  it  asked  in Uriel’s  voice.  “Or  someone  you’ve  been  friends  with  even  longer, perhaps?” 

Uriel  collapsed  forward—but  instead  of  falling,  he  shrugged off  the  form  of  the  master  of  House  Diamondspear  the  way  a  man will  remove  a  raincoat  after  coming  in  from  the  storm.  In  his  place stood  a  jaunty  figure  in  a  leaf-green  doublet  and  practical  leather armor. 

Alec took a step backward. “Tanuin!? ” he gasped. 

His  childhood  friend  stood  at  the  center  of  the  strange bubble, smiling. Only his smile was a touch too wide; too sinister to

be real. 

“We’ll  wear  their  faces,”  the  monster  said.  “We’ll  speak  with their  voices.  And  as  you  cut  us  down,  over  and  over  again,  you’ll come to know the truth whether you want to or not. No man is your friend, Alec—men like you aren’t  allowed  to have friends!” 

Alec  mastered  himself  and  took  a  step  forward.  Then another, and another. 

The  creature  could  have  sprung  forward,  mounted  one  last desperate attack, but instead it just stood there. Watching Alec. An expression  of  pure  disbelief  spread  across  the  monster’s  face  as Alec closed the distance, in no hurry. 

The  Bloodcloak  glowed  around  Alec’s  shoulders,  a  deep crimson that spilled onto the waves. And his eyes sparkled like the Archon himself. 

“You’re  right  about  one  thing,”  Alec  said,  shaking  his  head, 

“and one thing only.” 

He  didn’t  sound  angry,  or  even  righteous.  Somehow,  he managed to seem as if he  pitied  the monster standing before him. 

“They’re  not  my  friends,”  Alec  said,  gesturing  with  the Diamondspear at the dome of water above them. “They’re my  family. 

They’re what makes life worth living—not that I’d expect a creature like you to comprehend that.” 

“Lies!” the figure chuckled. It shifted over and over again, its face  taking  on  the  features  of  everyone  Alec  had  ever  known.  A monk  from  the  Archon  Temple  dissolved  into  one  of  the  foundlings Alec  led  through  the  forest,  becoming  the  baker’s  daughter  who’d smiled  at  him  so  invitingly  an  instant  later.  “You  are   alone,  Alec! 

Alone  among  all  men!  You  think  the  Archon  illuminates  you!?  Your power is just a candle, flickering in the dark, calling itself the sun!” 

Alec  chuckled  and  shook  his  head.  The  creature’s  words clearly  didn’t  hurt  him  a  bit.  “What  an  appropriate  metaphor  for  a creature that wears the face of others,” he said, closing his eyes. If the creature had been focusing on anything other than its own fury, it would have noticed the belt of crystals at Alec’s waist beginning to fill

one by one, each glowing with a brilliant blue light. “You’re a mirror, creature. So is Baldir Diamondspear, for that matter. Thank you for teaching me that—I’ll need to remember it when I finally face down the man himself.” 

“I’ve  taught  you  nothing!”  The  monster  took  a  hesitant  step forward,  its  knee  giving  beneath  is.  “I  would  never  betray  my Master’s secrets—” 

“But  a  reflection  is  never  brighter  than  the  light  that illuminates  it,”  Alec  pronounced.  The  walls  of  the  bubble  began  to buckle  inward,  streams  of  water  flowing  to  Alec  and  absorbing  into his body. “That light is the  Archon,  Wolfe!” 

“No!” the monster howled. 

Alec clutched the Bloodcloak tighter, his eyes opening. “And he  hates  you.” 

The walls collapsed inward. Alec opened himself fully, pulling as much of the element of water into his body as he could handle. 

The  crystals  at  his  belt  glowed  like  miniature  suns  as  the  waves whipped  around  him,  the  bubble  created  by  the  monster’s  spell collapsing. 

Water flooded his veins, his heart—everything. He felt like a creature made entirely of the sea, as if he could  become  the ocean by  fully  absorbing  it  into  his  bloodstream.  Had  he  not  drained  the golem completely in this way, he’d never have been able to pull it off

—he’d simply never known he could handle so much of one element at one time. 

The  phantasm  turned  this  way  and  that,  but  found  it  had nowhere to run. A wave slammed into it from the side, ripping away chunks of its form as the rest began to dissolve in the rapidly flowing waves.  They  pummeled  the  monster  as  it  tried  to  stay  upright, shrinking like a snowball in an open oven. 

By  the  time  the  bubble  collapsed  completely,  the  shade—

Wolfe, a clone of Baldir Diamondspear, whatever it had been—had disintegrated completely. Nothing but a fringe of darkness around the foam on the ocean floor remained. 

Alec  floated  a  few  inches  above  the  ocean  floor,  his  eyes closed and his heart barely beating. The element of water filled him to  the  brim  and  then  some,  cold  and  briny  and  muting  all  of  his senses. Had he been left to his druthers, he would have floated there until he dissolved as well—in the pressure and darkness of the deep, dark ocean. 

Fortunately, the garment around his body had other plans. 

Alec  opened  one  eye  a  crack  as  a  red  glow  infiltrated  his vision.  The  Bloodcloak’s  faint  light  illuminated  the  ocean  floor, casting  an  eerie  glow  on  the  surroundings.  His  mind  moved sluggishly,  bubbles  pouring  from  his  open  mouth.  Wasn’t  there something wrong with what he was doing, just floating there? There was somewhere else he was supposed to be…

Suddenly,  the  Bloodcloak  was  tight  as  a  glove  around  his body. A sickening  tugging  enveloped him, and Alec shot upward like an  arrow.  His  mouth  opened  in  a  silent,  shocked  scream  as  the water around him began to lighten, allowing him to see...  something through the gloom? Something long and silvery, covered in glowing blue runes—

He  shot  from  the  waves,  water  streaming  from  his  robes  in the open air. 

Conscious  thought  returned  to  him,  his  control  over  the element  of  water  wavering.  The  instant  his  control  slipped,  a veritable  pillar  of  rushing  foam  exploded  from  Alec,  like  a  waterfall with  no  origin  point.  That  spray  carried  him  through  the  air,  the Bloodcloak  shimmering  around  his  shoulders  as  the  monumental amount  of  magic  he’d  absorbed  drained  from  him  like  a  dam bursting. 

Alec’s  next  sensation  was  of  something  hard  and  wet between his shoulder blades. He coughed and sputtered, a gout of seawater  spilling  from  his  lips  to  land  on  the  boards.  He  blinked, seeing starry skies above. He was back on the  Titan’s Claw. 

Several  figures  stood  staring  down  at  him,  looking  worried. 

He recognized Maimonides, and Alison Raleigh. Trystara knelt next

to him, her fingers intertwined over his midsection as the demoness pumped him full of a healing spell. 

But it was Eleira who stole his attention. Tears spilled down the elf girl’s cheeks as she embraced Alec, clinging onto him as if it were  she  who’d been thrown out into the ocean and clung to him for salvation. 

“Oh  Alec,  my  darling,”  Eleira  whimpered,  kissing  her  way from  his  collar  to  his  lips.  “I  thought  you  were  dead!  That  monster pulled you beneath the waves—we didn’t know what happened! You were  down  there  so  long,  we  thought  there  was  no  way  you  could survive…” 

“It  seems  the  lad  tried  to  absorb  the  entire  ocean,” 

Maimonides  said,  glancing  over  his  shoulder.  The  last  remnants  of the pillar remained in the air, raining down over the open ocean like a miniature  thunderstorm.  “So  much  power...  it’s  honestly  astounding to me. Does the phantasm live, lad?” 

Alec tried to speak, only to let out another series of wracking, sea-foam coughs. Rather than attempt it again, he merely shook his head weakly. 

The  gnome  took  that  and  nodded,  staring  out  over  the surface of the water. “Good,” he said, idly rubbing his temple as he watched the waves slowly begin to smooth themselves out. “I can’t believe our enemies have allowed these beasts free reign over the kingdoms.  We’ll  need  to  let  Uriel  know  about  this  as  soon  as possible.” 

“Uriel?”  Alison  Raleigh  sniffed,  straightening  herself  up  from Alec’s side. “We’re wanted fugitives now, Maimonides. We’ll be lucky if  Uriel  doesn’t  end  up  on  the  public  enemies  list  right  along  with us…” 

“Are  you  alright?”  Eleira  asked,  her  lips  grazing  Alec’s  ear. 

“I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to fight alongside you. That monster... the things it put inside our heads, they were so horrible! I can’t believe you managed to fight off its mental attack!” 

The  words  made  Alec  give  a  start.  He   hadn’t   managed  to fight it off. Not alone. 

“Bloodcloak,”  Alec  groaned,  reaching  with  nerveless  fingers for the crimson fabric beneath his body. “It’s alive…” 

The elf girl’s almond eyes widened in shock. “It’s  what? ” 

Somehow,  Alec  managed  the  strength  to  roll  over.  “It  spoke to me,” he said, clutching at the garment. “More than just whispers. I think...  I  think  there’s  intelligence  in  there,  Eleira.  Something  the Archon gave to me—maybe something I desperately need…” 

He stared down at the cloak, willing it to move. 

The crimson garment lay inert against the boards, like it was never anything other than an ordinary piece of fabric. 

For  now,  at  least,  the  Archon  appeared  to  be  keeping  his secrets to himself. 





Chapter 19



Epilogue



A wall of mist rose in the distance, chalk-white and so thick the eye could not penetrate it. The  Titan’s Claw  headed straight for the mist, slowing down as it approached the strange anomaly. 

“This  is  it,”  Alison  Raleigh  said.  She  stood  at  the  bridge, along  with  Maimonides  the  Shadebringer,  Eleira,  and  Alec Diamondspear.  Firemane  followed  the  sleek  craft  at  a  respectable distance, twin streams of flame bursting from his nostrils every few moments to light the way. 

After  their  fight  against  the  phantasm,  the  rest  of  the  crew remained below decks, recuperating. Jolenta and Vodalus especially had  been  heavily  affected  by  Wolfe’s  psychic  attacks.  Trystara  as well  had  remained  anxious  and  panicked  after  the  battle,  and  Alec had insisted the demoness remain in a hammock for the time being until she felt better. 

Alec himself, however, had needed nothing but a change into dry clothes before ascending to the bridge. Despite the battle and its danger,  he  felt  strangely  invigorated  after  defeating  the  hideous shade that had worn Dean Wolfe and Baldir Diamondspear’s faces. 

“Aim directly ahead,” Maimonides said, gesturing for Eleira to keep  the  course  steady.  The  gnome’s  vessel  lacked  the  traditional rudder and helm system that seafaring craft and most airships used to  steer,  instead  favoring  a  control  panel  studded  with  runes  the same shape as those that adorned the vessel’s hull. Touching them caused the linked rune on the hull to brighten or darken, steering the craft’s direction and affecting its altitude. 

The  Titan’s Claw  drove straight at the wall of mist, Firemane close behind. 

“You’re  certain  the  Haunted  Isle  lays  beyond  this  fog?” 

Maimonides asked. The gnome sounded more than a little nervous at the prospect of delving into the gloom. 

“What, are you worried you’re going to crash into the ocean again?” Alison said with a smirk. When she saw the anxiety on the gnome’s face, her own expression fell. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t joke—

we’ve all been through a lot lately. Yes, the Haunted Isle lays at the center of this fog. May I take the controls?” 

Eleira looked more than happy to hand the driving of the ship to  the  young  blonde  woman.  Though  she  wore  the  same  bright, sunny expression as ever, something dark shone behind the elf girl’s eyes. Eleira hadn’t escaped the fight against Wolfe without becoming profoundly disturbed, as well. She clung to Alec just a little bit tighter than usual, as if afraid he might vanish at any moment. 

“Have  no  fear,”  Alison  said,  peering  at  the  wall  of  mist  the way a well-prepared student might look at their final exam. “I’ll guide us through. The way through the fog is known to the Inscribers. You might want to have Firemane follow us a little closer, though…” 

Eleira  gave  a  little  start,  then  headed  to  the  back  of  the vessel.  With  calls  and  hand  gestures,  she  let  Firemane  know  to decrease  the  distance  between  dragon  and  longship.  The  creature looked  good  behind  them,  a  proud  child  following  its  mother  into danger. 

Alec wished he could share the beast’s lack of worry. 

As the  Titan’s Claw  disappeared into the wall of mist, Alison Raleigh  glanced  from  the  bridge  at  Alec.  “I  just  wanted  to  say,”  the blonde whispered in a tone low enough for only them to hear, “that I really  appreciate  what  you  did  back  there.  For  all  of  us.  And  I’m really,  really  sorry I tried to hurt you. Had I known then what I know now, I wouldn’t have worked against you. I’d have tried my hardest to recruit you to our cause.” 

“It  doesn’t  really  matter  if  we  believe  in  your  cause  or  not,” 

Alec  said  without  thinking.  “We’re  wanted  fugitives.  Like  it  or  not, we’re all Inscribers now.” 

Alison’s face fell. 

“Oh,  no,”  Alec  said,  shaking  his  head.  “That’s  not  what  I meant at all. I understand why you did what you did, Alison. I might not  agree  with it, but I understand it.” 

Alison  nodded.  “That’s  all  I  ask  for,”  she  said,  her  eyes shining in the gloom. 

“I’m  not  the  one  you  have  to  worry  about,”  Alec  said  with  a chuckle,  pulling  Eleira  closer.  “I’m  not  sure  Imogen  Mossflower  is ever going to forgive you for putting her boyfriend in danger…” 

To his surprise, that brought a chuckle out of Alison. “Well, I’ll have to work on her,” she said, her fingers moving at the controls. “I can be  very  convincing, you know.” 

 You  have  no  idea,  Alec  thought,  guiding  Eleira  toward  the side of the ship. 

Together,  they  watched  as  Alison  piloted  the   Titan’s  Claw toward the Haunted Isle. Apparently, the proper sequence of moves involved a great deal of quick ascents and drops, the latter of which caused Alec’s stomach to do a flip every time Alison triggered one. 

Before  long,  Alec  and  Eleira  were  clinging  to  each  other  from  far more than just young love—without each other, they’d have fallen on their rear across the deck. 

“I  understand  why  they  call  this  place  the   Haunted  Isle, ” 

Eleira  said  during  one  lull  in  their  travels.  Alison  let  the  longship slowly  move  forward,  the  shadowy  form  of  Firemane  practically hovering behind them. Alec wasn’t sure if the girl was lost or if this delay was necessary to pierce the veil—either way, he suspected he wouldn’t  get  a  straight  answer  from  Miss  Raleigh.  “It’s  creepy  in here. Kind of romantic, though…” 

Alec chuckled against the elf girl’s neck. “We’re flying through the  middle  of  something  that  could  kill  us  at  any  moment,  and  you call that  romantic? ” 

“Well, it just means you feel more alive, you know?” Eleira’s hands  slipped  into  the  pockets  of  Alec’s  robes,  almost  shockingly cold against his sides. “Plus, no one can see us in all this. Not even

Alison and Maimonides. They’re less than a stone’s throw away from us, yet we could be naked and they’d have no idea…” 

“Now  there’s  a thought,” Alec said, laughing. “I’m so happy to have you, Eleira. I’m glad you’re alright.” 

“And you as well,” the elf girl said, brushing a lock of hair out of Alec’s eyes. “When you disappeared beneath the waves, I thought I was losing you before I even got a chance to become your wife. It made me realize…” 

“Realize what?” Alec asked. 

Eleira nibbled her bottom lip. “That we might not be here as long as we hope,” she said, glancing out at the mist-covered waves. 

“So it’s up to us to make the most of the time we have together. After all,  when  you’re  being  hunted  by  Chaos  itself,  you  can’t  exactly expect things to go to plan, now can you?” 

“I suppose not,” Alec said. “What are you saying, Eleira?” 

She  gave  him  an  unreadable  glance,  her  cheeks  coloring. 

“Just  that  I’m  very,  very   glad  to  have  you  by  my  side,  Alec.  If  I couldn’t kiss you every now and then, I have no idea what I would do with myself—” 

Eleira  didn’t  even  finish  her  sentence.  The  hands  around Alec’s  waist  tightened,  and  then  the  two  of  them  were  kissing passionately on the side of the  Titan’s Claw.  The warmth of Eleira’s body against his contrasted with the salt spray of the ocean, making him feel like he was in an ice-cold room under a warm blanket. As comfortable as could be, in other words. 

Eleira’s  hands  began  to  go  places  they’d  never  ventured before, and Alec wasn’t sure whether he wanted to cry out for her to stop or for her to keep going. But before he could make up his mind, the wall of mist around them abruptly fell away. 

In  its  place  stood  a  calm,  shining  ocean.  With  a  massive craggy island in the center. 

Alison Raleigh gave a shout from the bridge. “We did it!” the blonde yelled, pumping a fist in the air. “Ah, it’s good to be home! I

never thought I’d make it back…” 

Firemane shot through the wall of fog just behind them, mist spilling from its leathery wings as it flapped them against the current. 

The  dragon  drew  itself  up  short  at  the  sight  of  land,  bringing  itself alongside the  Titan’s Claw  as excited flames spilled from its maw. 

Eleira removed her hands from Alec’s robes, stepping away with a cheeky wink. Alec stared at her openmouthed, but the elf girl had  already  moved  to  Firemane  and  was  stroking  his  neck  across the gap. 

“Were  you  scared,  baby?”  the  elf  girl  cooed,  treating  her familiar like a cherished pet. “You did  such  a good job! Mommy’s so proud of you, we made it through all that fog…” 

“There it is,” Alison said, pointing. “Home. The Inscribers will be  waiting  for  us,  Alec.  My   people.  We’re  ready  to  start  the  war against Chaos—we just need to give them the word.” 

Alec stared down at the Haunted Isle, a lump forming in the back  of  his  throat.  Exiled  from  the  Royal  Academy,  he  thought. 

 Branded traitors to the crown. And now we’re helping the Inscribers steal  magic  away  from  the  noble  houses.  If  I  wasn’t  a  criminal before, I’m about to become one…

At  the  thought,  the  Bloodcloak  gave  the  faintest  shrug against his shoulders. It was as if the Archon himself were asking:  so what? 

Alec  grinned  as  the  fabric  went  still.  He  was  surrounded  by his  friends.  Possessed  of  extraordinary  gifts.  And  he’d  just  slain  a phantasm  with  the  face  of  Baldir  Diamondspear,  destroying  it beneath the ocean waves. 

 I  might  be  a  criminal  now,  Alec  thought.  But  by  the  time  I make it back to Uriel, I’ll be a hero. We’re going to win this war…

With or without the Royal Academy, Alec knew he would win the day. As long as he had his friends—no, his  family— surrounding him, no enemy could hope to triumph. 

“Bring the  Titan’s Claw  down,” Alec yelled over his shoulder, peering at the jungles and mountains of the strange island. “It’s time to go meet the locals.” 

He could hardly wait to start the next phase of his adventure. 



End of Book 4
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