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Chapter One

His heart pounded in a steady rhythm and a warm sweat covered his body, as he ran through the village toward the center square with a possibly insane grin on his face.  The four enemy life mages were right  on  his  tail,  his  speed  and  strength  enhancements  matched  in kind, and his natural ability and speed were far more important than magic at the moment. 

When he reached the center of the square, he drew his sword and dagger with a flourish, and definitely had an insane grin on his face as he turned to face his pursuers.  He felt the three fire mages a block  to  the  north,  and  just  barely  felt  some  water  mages  to  the south inside the forest, but he ignored them for the moment. 

The four life mages slowed, and they gave him a wary look as they  drew  swords,  broke  off  into  twos,  and  then  flowed  smoothly around either side of him to surround him.  Clearly, they expected a trick of some kind. 

“Your magic is almost out. You should just give up.” 

He laughed, “Never happen, Mage Caley.  Come get it.” 

It  was  six  months  after  Tanner’s  rebellion  was  put  down. 

Thirteen and a half months since he’d put that blacksmith’s mark on his  first  blade  made  as  a  journeyman.    He  wasn’t  the  strongest mage, but he was on the upper side of average for his age, and he expected his growth to stop any day now.  Twelve to thirteen months was the average growth spurt time, before a mage started to gain in power much more slowly.  Their power doubling once a year, instead of once a week. 

He  was  enjoying  the  competition,  but  in  truth  his  large  grin was  more  about  what  else  would  happen  that  day.    It  was  twelve months  since  he’d  asked  Lia  if  he  could  court  her,  and  it  was  also

their handfasting day.  He’d had a grin on his face since he’d woken up. 

Lia, his usual partner in the competitions, had been taken out early due to a particularly nasty trap that some fire and death mages had  set  up  together.    The  pair  of  them  had  gotten  a  little  too predictable  over  the  last  six  months,  their  usual  devastating  tactics using  Lia’s  power  as  a  club  in  a  critical  moment  had  been  turned against them. 

The  towers  weren’t  exactly  enemies  or  anything,  but  there was  definitely  some  residual  resentment  going  on  with  some   few mages in those towers, fire and death, for his role in taking Tanner down. 

Of  course,  they  didn’t  really  know  what  he’d  done,  they  just knew he was responsible.  Regardless, he’d escaped that trap by the edge  of  his  teeth,  and  now  he  fought  alone.    He’d  taken  out  a  few young  mage  groups  with  war  spells,  and  these  four  were  the survivors of his last one. 

Caley  of  course,  was  one  of  his  closest  non-friend  friends, because  of  the  customs  and  traditions  of  the  towers  they  weren’t supposed to be friends, just comrades in arms and allies.  She was almost eighteen now, and she’d matured quite nicely.  She was still petite,  five  foot  one,  with  reddish  brown  hair  and  soft  liquid  brown eyes,  but  she’d  lost  all  the  baby  fat  and  was  quite  a  striking  elfin beauty.    She’d  made  mage  last  month,  and  his  teasing  shot  was more congratulations than anything else. 

Caley smirked, “You can’t beat all four of us.” 

He  snorted,  “Only  two  of  you  can  attack  at  once.    I’m  in  the same class, remember?” 

Caley asked, “Why the village square?” 

It  was  a  rather  pointed  question,  and  the  word   stupid   was obviously implied if not said aloud.  It was true enough that he’d have done better searching out a place with a bottleneck to face them one on one. 

He  laughed,  and  told  the  truth,  “To  make  you  nervous  and think it  must  be a trap.” 

Well, it was a partial truth, anyway.  There were layers to his desperately thought out plan, which meant it was likely to blow up in

his  face.    Complicated  plans  usually  did,  but  he  had  an  edge  that way this time. 

Caley’s eyes narrowed in thought, and that’s when he sprung forward with a flash of light exploding forward from his dagger, while his sword rounded aiming for her legs.  It was a cheap trick, just a little  magic  for  a  light  spell,  he  really   was   running  low.    He’d  even dropped all his shields, except for his water shield. 

It may have blinded her for a split second, but her experience saved  her  as  she  jumped  back  and  twisted  her  body,  her  sword swinging in a controlled way to make him abort or impale himself on it.  Except, he was dual wielding.  His dagger struck out and parried her  blade,  and  he  bowled  her  over.    His  sword  adjusted  to  a downward  swipe  to  open  up  her  stomach,  something  that  wouldn’t really happen, but the arena would mark it as so. 

Still,  he  missed,  as  she  rolled  quickly  to  the  side  and  batted his sword away at the same time.  He had to abort altogether as the two  life  mages  from  the  right  and  left  lunged  in  for  the  kill.    He’d gotten  much  better  at  his  sword  work  over  the  last  six  months,  but although close he knew he wasn’t really a blade master yet. 

Although, he imagined only a blade master watching him fight would know that.  The shortfalls in his style and competency weren’t easy to spot. 

Regardless,  he  was  good  enough  to  roll  to  the  side  as  he batted  away  the  sword  with  his  own,  and  lunged  upward  with  his dagger  mid-roll,  forcing  the  lunging  attacker  to  abort.    The  attacker on the other side also aborted, given he might stab his partner.  He rolled back to his feet outside their circle, and he grinned ferally as the four of them moved to surround him again. 

Caley narrowed her eyes, “What’s so funny?” 

He said with mirth, “Fire mages, so damned predictable.” 

Her liquid brown eyes widened. 

He  knew  he’d  never  survive  the  four  of  ten  life  mages  he’d failed  to  kill  with  his  war  spell,  so  he’d  counted  on  the  fact  the  fire tower  never  passed up an opportunity to take him down.  It was the second reason he’d stopped in the square. He knew if he could feel the  fire  mages,  they’d  be  able  to  feel  him.    The  third  reason  of

course,  was  that  the  open  square  meant  the  life  mages  after  his blood had no handy walls to dodge behind. 

The entire square filled with roaring and rolling plumes of fire. 

The four life mages ran south, away from the flames.  Two of them even  made  it  before  their  shields  died.    Normally,  life  shields  did better than that against fire, especially the fire of three average fire mages, but their magic had taken a large hit from his war spell not two minutes ago. 

He so owed Caley an apology, she hadn’t made it. 

It was of course, also why the one shield he’d held onto was water, the absolute best shield to have to block fire.  Even his weak water  shield  would  give  him  the  few  moments  he  needed.    He  ran north,  right into the flames.  Fire mage shields were also pathetically weak against physical damage, they were meant to stand in the back and  rain  down  fire,  not  fight  on  the  front  lines  against  men  with swords. 

He could barely believe his plan had worked, normally they’d have avoided life mage blade masters like the plague, and not come so close.  He guessed some of them really did hate him.  Or at least, they  really  enjoyed killing him in the competition, or trying to kill him. 

He spun into the trio, his magic barely a trickle at that point, and  his  sword  swung  and  snapped  the  forearm  of  one,  essentially ending  his  ability  to  cast,  while  his  left  hand  snapped  out  and pommel  punched  another  right  in  the  solar  plexus.    That  was enough, the arena spells  knew  he had a dagger in that hand, and it judged the fire mage stabbed in the heart. 

The  last  fire  mage  had  a  grin  as  insane  as  his,  as  Olin’s shields fell the same moment that he started to spin into a third and final attack.  He sighed, and aborted his strike, as his skin lit up red and the fire in the square was snuffed out by the arena safeties. 

“You got me.” 

Jason, he thought that was the name anyway, said, “Damned right.” 

It was said in a bragging way, but not a mean one.  He wasn’t one  for  confrontations,  at  least  not  against  other  mages  that should’ve  been  allies,  but  the  tone  made  the  question  slip  out.    It didn’t quite match his expectations. 

“Why do you guys always come after me so hard?” 

Jason smirked, “The challenge of it.  Rune mages are hard to take  down.    With  the  defense  of  a  water  mage,  along  with  the magical  offense  and  physical  offense  to  match  our  weaknesses, you’re very hard to pin down.” 

Huh, he’d have to reevaluate his thought process, maybe they didn’t  all  hate  him  after  all.    Even  if  they  did  all  try  to  kill  him  on  a monthly basis.  Though, from the nasty looks, he knew there were a few, but obviously Jason wasn’t one of those. 

He  nodded,  and  then  quit  the  field  to  watch  the  rest  of  the match. 

Talia said, “Not bad, if a little suicidal.” 

He laughed, “Thanks, mistress.” 

Lia kissed his cheek, “You should’ve run.” 

He shrugged, “I shouldn’t have tried to take on that many life mages,  I  was  sure  I  had  them,  then  it  all  fell  apart.    I  was  dead already.    If  I’d  run  away  from  the  flames,  the  two  living  life  mages would’ve cut me down.” 

Lia  narrowed  her  eyes,  “But  they  didn’t  not  die  from  the flames until  after  you charged north.” 

He  smirked,  “True.    I  expected  them  to  live,  I  was  using  the fire mages to evade them, and gambled on having enough magic left to kill them on my way by.  I almost made it.” 

The  last  six  months  he  and  Lia  hadn’t  even  come  close  to winning another competition.  Not with the master mages back in it, some  few  of  them  ridiculously  powerful.    Much  like  Lia  would  be  in twenty years.  Those he avoided the best he could, and always ran the other way if he felt their strong magic. 

Garen snorted, “You’re incapable of running.” 

He shrugged, “I was dead already, I figured I could take two, maybe three more mages out first.” 

Garen said, “And that’s the problem, you see this as a game that has points.  You need to start treating it as a real battle.  Never commit to a fight if it will kill you, or your partner,” he added that last rather pointedly. 

He  sighed,  “Except  in  the  arena  we  can’t  retreat  and  run away, not really.  Name one mage that’s ever quit the field and joined

the stands because their magic was low, before glowing red.” 

Garen,  Lia’s  father,  had  come  back  from  the  border  four months  ago.    Hand-fasted  couples  always  teamed  up  on  missions, and  they  worked  together  by  tradition.    Of  course,  with  his  wife running the tower as mistress, he’d been doing local assignments in the city and tower only, so he was home at the tower every night.  It was  a  compromise  and  exception  of  sorts,  since  a  team  can’t  lead the tower, it needed a guild head, and Mistress Talia was it. 

At least, until Lia became a master rune mage, then she’d run the place and Talia would step down.  He wasn’t bothered at all by the idea of being in her shadow that way. 

The two of them hadn’t exactly hit it off, but he suspected that was more about him courting Garen’s little girl, than anything really about  him  at  all.    He  always  got  the  impression  he  was  judged wanting,  and  that  no  one  would  ever  be  good  enough  for  Garen’s Lia. 

Well, Lia would be his later that day, just as he would be hers. 

He imagined, or hoped, the relationship with his father-in-law would grow more friendly over time.  Maybe the man thought he’d get Lia killed out in the field, by being reckless.  He wasn’t sure.  It could be worse,  at  least  the  man  hadn’t  withheld  his  blessing,  even  if  it  was grudging, Garen had given it. 

Talia said, “Garen,” in a reproving tone. 

He sighed, “I do take it seriously.  It’s the best way to find my limits.  I won’t go past those limits in the field.  Pushing things is how you grow and gain experience in not really dying.  I won’t lie, I enjoy the thrill of riding that line in the games, maybe more than I should, but real war  isn’t  a game, nor is it fun.” 

Garen grunted. 

Lia said, “I’ve had this conversation with him before.  It’s… not typical thinking, but he has a real point.  He never charges a master mage  for  instance,  or  really  does  anything  truly  suicidal.    When  he dies,  it’s  usually  by  the  skin  of  his  teeth.    Which  backs  up  his approach.” 

He  shrugged,  “Once  my  rapid  growth  stops,  and  I  have  a good  idea  of  those  limits,  my  tactics  will  change.    The  problem  is

every month I’m sixteen times more powerful than the month before, so those limits have to be re-measured.” 

At least, that was his story, and he was sticking to it.  He  did enjoy it, but neither was he suicidal, and he’d never take similar risks with Lia in the field.  As if she’d  let  him. 

Talia said, “Fortunately, for all our peace of mind,” she grinned to  soften  that  statement,  “Your  first  mission  as  a  married  couple should be relatively sedate.  The council approved your mage finding and quickening spells.  Shortly, the queen will make a proclamation that all citizens must be tested for magic.  The two spells will be the first addition to the rune library in several hundred years.  You’ll have a  couple  of  days  to  enjoy  yourselves  and  celebrate,  but  no  more than that.” 

That sounded both exciting, and dreadfully boring.  Exciting to find more mages that were no doubt in the populace, mages that had never accidentally channeled so didn’t know what they were.  Boring, because  he’d  probably  be  sitting  in  the  city  square  for  days  as  the populace  went  through.    The  villages  would  go  faster,  there  were only a thousand or two in each one, including the surrounding farms. 

Of course, most normal people were afraid of mages, even if mages didn’t go around killing people at random with magic.  Not all of them of course, but many. 

It was also  safer  for mages to be found with his spells.  Most people the first time they channeled magic they harmed themselves, usually  while  very  angry  and  thinking  about  killing  someone.    High emotions tended to be the most common trigger.  It was dangerous to be an unknown mage outside the tower.  His first new spell would detect the silent unmoving magic within them, and the second would release the magic in a controlled way once agreement was reached with the person. 

He hoped to find new rune mages, but in truth they’d probably find more than a few of the other disciplines as well. 

The  council  itself  had  been  rather  cautious  with  him  the  last six months.  He’d hesitate to say the other towers feared him, but at the same time they’d kept a close and wary eye on him the last six months.  Elisha, the earth tower mistress, along with Talia, seemed very  comfortable  with  the  fact  he  was  a  mystic,  and  even  excited

about the possibilities.  Jace, the water guild master led the paranoia bandwagon,  and  Aubrey  the  life  guild  mistress  seemed  to  waver back and forth on it, at any given time. 

The warm and friendly life mage mistress obviously wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt, but fears of the past and what he might do in the future tempered that greatly.  She really was nice, so much  so  she  stood  out  that  way  among   people,  not  just  mages. 

He’d even caught her looking guiltily at him at times, probably after having pessimistic thoughts about him. 

Gavin  and  Aron,  the  new  fire  and  death  guild  masters  were firmly  in  Jace’s  camp  on  the  matter.    The  new  air  guild  mistress, Serina, he couldn’t quite pin down.  Still, two firmly on his side, three that wished he might have an accident to make their life easier, even if they wouldn’t arrange one for him.  And two that seemed to waffle back and forth.  All in all, it could’ve been worse.  It was also why it took  six  months  for  them  to  approve  those  runes,  even  if  it  was beneficial. 

By  doing  so,  they’d  set  a  precedent,  and  basically  admitted that  any  spells  he  came  up  with  didn’t  count  as  experimentation, which  was  against  the  law  and  tradition.    He  suspected  that’s  why it’d  taken  so  long,  and  that  it  wasn’t  really  about  the  two  spells’

facility.    Of  course,  he  was  firmly  told  not  to  use  any  spells  that weren’t approved and already in the library, anything new had to be approved by the council first. 

Nevertheless,  it  made  him  a  little  nervous  at  times,  he depended  on  the  two  wafflers  to  outvote  the  three  masters  that clearly didn’t like him, four to three.  He was inconvenient. 

They stayed quiet for the rest of the competition, watching the various  skirmishes,  and  one  very  spectacular  full-scale  battle between  just  two  very  powerful  master  mages.    That  latter  was  a very humbling thing. 

Still, Lia did hold his hand, and they shared more than a few bright excited smiles that didn’t go unnoticed by anyone with eyes, it was  their  handfasting  day.    He  was  a  bit  nervous,  but  at  the  same time excited and sure.  Lia was the only one for him. 

Lia  was  stubborn,  powerful,  and  opinionated,  but  incredibly sweet  at  times  as  well.    She  was  more  than  a  match  for  him, 

challenged him, and supported him, all at the same time.  She also listened, and she was quite obviously deeply in love with him.  She had  lovely  long  blonde  hair,  bright  cerulean  eyes,  and  a breathtakingly  beautiful  face,  a  soft  beauty  with  high  but  soft cheekbones,  fair  unblemished  skin,  and  she  still  managed  to  leave him speechless at times when it hit him. 

They’d spent almost all their time together the last six months, missions, lived in the same tower, shared every meal, and they were closer than ever.  Almost, because it was healthy to pursue separate diversions  every  once  in  a  while,  but  after  a  year  he  was  still completely besotted, and he couldn’t imagine being away from her. 

They  argued  of  course,  nothing  was  perfect,  and  she   was stubborn.    In  his  opinion,  more  the  better,  that  just  made  them  a better  match.    Neither  of  them  ran  roughshod  over  the  other,  as  it should be. 

Chapter Two

“Last chance to run for it.” 

He  sighed  mock  sadly,  “I  would,  but  you’d  just  chase  me down.” 

She snickered, and kissed him softly, but very deeply.  It was sweet,  loving,  but  also  more  than  any  of  their  previous  kisses.    A promise  for  much  more  that  night,  on  their  wedding  night.    They’d stayed faithful to their decision to wait, which was quite common in their society, although a little test run wasn’t unheard of either.  Point being, there was no tentativeness or anything held back in that kiss, and once again he was blown away and awed by his Lia. 

He was rather excited about that aspect of things as well, but it  was  only  one  part  of  it,  and  despite  his  body’s  needs  in  that moment only a very small part of it. 

She was his best friend, partner in service to the crown, and those parts were just as priceless as the lovers they were about to become, if not more so. 

“You could run?” 

It wasn’t his best moment as far as teasing banter went, but in his defense the kiss had him properly addled.  All he could think of was throwing her teasing question back. 

She snorted, “After all that trouble I went to in running away until I caught you?  Be serious.” 

He snickered, “Love you.” 

She  smirked,  “You’d  better,”  then  softened,  “I  love  you  too. 

Ready?” 

They  were,  so  they  headed  downstairs  to  meet  up  with  her parents,  and  then  headed  into  the  city  to  the  temple.    Sam  and Karen  were  waiting  there  as  well,  who  they’d  asked  to  be  their witnesses, and to stand with them. 

Sam  was  the  only  other  rune  mage  of  their  age,  and  Karen was his non-mage wife.  In fact, with the five of them there, that was all the rune mages except two.  Sam’s parents were out on a mission and unable to make the event. 

He  and  Sam  had  an  easy  and  casual  friendship,  but  they didn’t  see  all  that  much  of  each  other.    When  Sam  wasn’t  off  on  a mission taking Karen with him, then he and Lia were usually out on a mission.  That kind of thing made their first upcoming mission as a married  couple  very  important.    Rune  mages  could  definitely  use some new blood. 

Regardless, he was a good friend, and he was glad he’d been available to stand for him, as he’d stood for Sam when he’d married Karen. 

He  and  Lia  planned  to  do  their  part  there,  if  not  for  those reasons,  they  both  wanted  a  large  family.    But  there  was  only  so much a single couple could do.  He hoped their hopes wouldn’t be dashed, they’d always had the theory that rune mages didn’t quicken on  their  own,  because  they  needed  runes  to  do  magic.    It’d  only been because he was a mystic, and he’d mistakenly created a spell that day when he’d come up with his maker’s mark, that had allowed him to be discovered.  They were about to put that theory to the test, and hoped they weren’t wrong. 

But none of that was really important at all to him at the time, he was quite besotted and mesmerized by his bride in that moment. 

Sam  quipped,  “I’m  not  worried  about  you  running,  but  if  you don’t breathe, you’re going to pass out.  People will say I didn’t do my job.” 

He laughed, “I’m breathing.” 

Sam sniggered. 

Everyone  in  the  tower  was  a  wiseass,  except  maybe  for Garen and Karen.  Those two were far too serious at times. 

Karen said pointedly, “Congratulations you two, I’m happy for you.” 

Lia  said,  “Thanks,”  with  a  radiant  smile  that  looked  like  the sun coming up. 

It was all pretty much a blur for him after that.  They managed to make it to the temple without incident.  Lia had his full attention, 

and  the  rest  of  the  world  seemed  to  fade  away.    He’d  always wondered why the priest or priestess had them repeat vows, but he realized that day it was quite obviously because the groom and bride were  so  lost  in  each  other  they’d  never  remember  the  simple  and short words otherwise. 

It  was  also  clear,  the  witnesses  were   really   there  to  protect them  from  danger,  because  there’s  no  way  he’d  have  noticed  a threat if one showed up.  One  didn’t  however, and he was completely absorbed  in  his  Lia.    His  memories  of  that  moment  were  rather vague,  but  he  knew  they  exchanged  vows,  and  were  hand-fasted. 

He  also  knew  the  blinding  joy  on  her  face  and  in  her  eyes,  was echoed in his heart. 

Their  wedding  night  was  quite  possibly  the  best  night  of  his life,  and  quite  an  eye  opener.    There   was   that  small  moment  of discomfort their first time, but for two rune mages with access to life spells  of  healing  it  was  hardly  a  noticeable  bump  in  the  quite extensive nocturnal festivities. 

He was even more in awe of his lovely bride, after that night, and  for  the  first  time  he  held  her  against  him  as  they  went  asleep that night.  In some ways, that was even a more intimate experience than  sharing  their  bodies,  knowing  she’d  be  in  his  arms  when  he woke up the next morning. 

They spent three glorious days together, teasing, talking, and making  love  whenever  the  urge  struck,  which  was  often.    At  least half the time, it was her that joyfully initiated their activities that way. 

Outside  of  his  channeling  practice,  she  was  his  one  and  only concern,  as  it  should  be  for  a  couple  just  married.    He  wasn’t  sure who arranged it, probably Talia but he didn’t think too hard on it, but the servants had left their meals right outside the door. 

It was a surreal three days.  They left the room of course, but not to join the others at meals, it was a time for them to be together, and  they  took  in  a  few  shows  when  they  could  stir  themselves  to leave his bedroom.  Their  bedroom. 

He didn’t think he’d ever get enough of her, but of course real life intruded and brought them back to reality.  They would have their nights of course, but the rest of the world had its place in their lives. 

The queen’s proclamation had gone out, and they needed to set up

in the city square the next morning.  The population of Highspire was about  fifty  thousand,  and  it  would  take  days  to  check  them  all,  at least.  Even if all they had to do was get within a hundred feet or so of someone using the first spell. 

Chapter Three

He and Lia walked into the council chamber.  Normally, they’d just be briefed on a mission by Talia, but the need to be briefed by the full council became clear as he saw who else was present. 

Water,  earth,  and  life  mages  he  was  quite  familiar  with, Karina,  Carolynn,  and  Caley,  respectively.    He  hadn’t  worked  with Karina and Carolynn since their stint guarding the queen, but they’d stayed friendly enough to nod when they saw each other.  Caley…

he’d  never  worked  with,  but  he  did  travel  with  her  that  week  when they’d first discovered they were mages, and they were taken in by Neal. 

Karina was in her upper twenties, black hair, gray eyes, and lush but fit at five foot three.  She was a good mage he trusted at his back, and he trusted her judgement as well. 

Carolynn was in her late twenties as well, petite like Caley at five foot one, but with darker brown hair and eyes, and darker skin. 

She was steady and calm, even in an emergency, and he trusted her as well. 

He wasn’t at all familiar with the fire, death, and air mages in the  room,  and  he  identified  them  by  magic  only.    He’d  seen  them around of course, there were only about five hundred fifty mages in the seven towers, down from over six hundred after the war on the border and their own little drama with Tanner’s coup attempt. 

The two of them took their seats at the large table, and then waited to be briefed. 

Talia took the lead. 

“This team is probably overkill for such a simple mission, but we felt it necessary for two reasons. The first is we might find mages of  any  magic  discipline,  and  it  seemed  prudent  to  have  a  mage  to take  charge  of  an  apprentice  of  their  discipline.    Secondly,  we  also

thought things might become unmanageable for just you two, if you try  to  corral  too  many  mages  at  once,  depending  on  the  level  of success of the mission. 

“The eight of you will take up position in the main city square. 

Olin  and  Lia  will  take  turns  running  the  detection  spell,  so  neither becomes overtired running it all day.  Any mages that are found will be  escorted  back  to  the  tower  by  their  discipline,  and  then  they’ll hand them over to someone else and return to the square.  For you two,  Lia  and  Olin,  whoever  is  currently  casting  the  spell,  will  stay, while the other acts as temporary escort. 

“The new mages will be settled, showed around, and that’s it. 

Depending on how many we get.  Once the city is cleared, we’ll start teaching them all at the same time.  It would get too complicated and confused otherwise.” 

Aubrey  took  over,  “I  know  you  both  know  Caley,  Carolynn, and Karina.” 

She  waved  a  hand  at  a  redhaired  and  brown  eyed  young woman, with very fair skin and a smattering of freckles on her nose. 

She was lithe, and about five foot six.  She was also the death mage for the mission. 

“This is Gabrielle, the death mage in the group.” 

She  waved  at  the  golden-haired  young  mage.    She  had startlingly  cold  blue-green  eyes,  and  she  didn’t  look  at  all  happy being on this mission, though she tried to hide it. 

“This is Cerise, the fire mage in the group.” 

Lastly, she waved at the air mage.  She had dark brunette hair that  almost  looked  black,  and  blue  eyes.    She  looked  to  be  in  her early twenties, and she was about five foot seven. 

“This  is  Ellen,  our  air  mage.    We  believe  you’ll  all  work  well together.” 

He  wasn’t  at  all  surprised  that  the  team  was   all   women, except for him, though it would surely seem strange to an outsider. 

He’d noticed that trend over the last year, and he suspected it was for  the  same  reasons  the  separate  towers  were  by  custom  not  to form close personal friendships.  They didn’t want to risk two mages of cross-disciplines falling for each other, and segregation seemed to be  their  answer  for  that.    Most  mixed  discipline  teams  out  on

assignment,  when   possible,  seemed  to  be  either  all  male  or  all female. 

At least, for the ones that were single. 

Of  course,  he  was  the  exception  that  time  because  he  was hand-fasted  to  Lia,  and  before  then  was  her  permanent  partner.    It wasn’t  always  possible  of  course,  like  who  won  the  competition would be guarding the royal family, no matter the mix of disciplines, males, and females, but where possible they did what they could that way. 

They  just  didn’t  ever  talk  about  it,  or  even  explain  why explicitly.  He suspected human nature came into play there, nothing made a couple fall in love faster than telling them they’re forbidden from falling in love. 

His  first  impression  of  Gabrielle  was  that  she  was  shy,  and that she had nothing against him or the others.  Ellen looked friendly enough as well, even if there was a bit more calculation in her eyes. 

It was only Cerise, the fire mage, that gave him pause.  She looked arrogant, and obviously didn’t want to be there. 

Of  course,  he  took  that  with  a  grain  of  salt.    Almost  no  one showed their true selves under the full scrutiny and in the presence of  the  full  council.    Even  his  tendency  toward  joking  around  took  a backseat  during  those  occasions.    For  all  he  knew  Cerise  was  just overcompensating  for  feeling  intimidated,  and  it  was  really  the pleasant  and  friendly  looking  Gabrielle  that  would  be  a  problem. 

Time would tell. 

It also wasn’t that important, he’d worked with people that he didn’t  like  before,  and  would  no  doubt  again.    It  was  a  part  of  life. 

They  didn’t  have  to  like  each  other  to  have  each  other’s  backs, though it certainly helped. 

Cerise asked, “Who’s leading the mission?” 

Elisha said, “Carolynn, though with input from the rune mages who will be doing most of the work.  She has the most experience in this  room,  and  has  worked  with  all  of  you  before,  which  was  the deciding factor in both putting her in charge and selecting all of you.” 

Cerise nodded in reluctant acceptance. 

Gavin said, “When she isn’t present, due to escorting a new apprentice,  Karina  is  second  in  command  and  will  be  in  charge.    I

trust if they’re both gone on escort duty, you can all agree on what to do.  This isn’t a complicated mission.” 

He  was  a  little  surprised  at  the  warning  tone  in  the  fire  guild master’s  voice,  toward  his  own  mage.    Maybe  his  first  impression was  right,  and  Cerise   was   trouble.    He  tried  to  see  it  from  her perspective,  and  it  would  seem  a  little  like  a  babysitting  mission, running herd on brand new apprentices. 

They were all a little inexperienced.  Him, Lia, and Caley were the  same  age,  none  of  them  mages  for  more  than  a  full  year  yet, though Lia would be shortly.   Cerise, Ellen, and Gabrielle were all in their  early  twenties,  which  didn’t  scream  vast  experience  either.    It was  only  Carolynn  and  Karina  that  were  mature  mages  nearing thirty, with much more experience not just in magic and tactics, but leadership. 

Still,  the  mission  wasn’t  exactly  dangerous,  and  it  was  very close  to  home.    It  was  probably  a  perfect  mission  to  give  to  the inexperienced.  Or,  he  reluctantly  added  in  his  head,  to  the troublemakers.    They  wouldn’t  be  more  than  a  half  mile  from  the tower after all.  He also decided it wasn’t his problem, he wasn’t in charge after all, and all he could do was control his own actions and attitude. 

Aron asked, “Any more questions?” 

Gabrielle  asked,  “Will  we  be  travelling  to  the  villages  and farms, after the city is done?” 

Aron  nodded,  “Maybe?    We  aren’t  sure  yet.    It  depends  on your success.  If our theories turn out to be incorrect, and you don’t find any mages among the capital’s large population, it’d be a waste of time to try on the much smaller ones.  But yes, I imagine if we’re right, and you meet with success, that will be the next stage of the mission.” 

Talia asked, “Any more questions?” 

Ellen shook her head. 

Talia nodded, “Get moving then, Carolynn has all the details.” 

They  all  stood  up  and  marched  out.    His  shoulder  blade itched, but he resisted the urge to look behind him and see who was glaring at his back. 

Chapter Four

The sun was bright, the cool wind pleasant if a bit too cool.  It both felt  good  on  his  face  but  made  it  uncomfortable  at  the  same  time. 

He could only come to the conclusion he was spoiled and spent far too much time indoors in the mage complex. 

The city square was set up for them when they arrived.  There was  a  short  dais  erected  in  front  of  the  fountain,  maybe  two  feet high, with eight chairs behind a long table.  It would put them above the  crowd.    At  first,  he’d  thought  it  was  a  joke  at  their  expense,  it looked more like a council table setup than anything, but he realized being  slightly  elevated  would  make  things  far  more  efficient.    The people in the back of the crowd passing through the square would be fully visible to them, and they to them. 

He  exchanged  a  look  with  Lia,  and  at  her  nod  he  cast  his mage detection spell rune as they sat down.  He smirked, and poked fun at his own attitude, because he was  already  bored.  He also felt like  he  was  on  display,  which  he  supposed  he   was,  from  a  certain angle of consideration he had to be . 

The proclamation merely said the entire population of the city needed to make their way through the central square at least once during daylight hours the next week, while the mages were present. 

It also said if they started glowing,  not  to panic, they were just new mages and should make their way to the dais. 

He  started  to  people  watch  after  a  few  minutes.    There seemed to be several kinds.  Some of them were obviously afraid of the  mages,  and  they  kept  their  heads  down  and  eyes  averted  as they  passed,  showing  real  relief  when  they  weren’t  singled  out. 

Some  few  were  on  the  other  end  of  the  spectrum,  and  they  got  as close to the dais as possible while looking up with hope in their eyes, 

only for him to see disappointment on their faces when they weren’t called out of the crowd. 

Ironically, he liked the first type better, because not being able to point at the hopefuls made him feel guilty.  Like he personally was the one destroying their dreams.  Ridiculous, but true. 

The  vast  majority  were  somewhere  between  those  two groups.    Some  looked  annoyed,  others  bored,  quite  a  few  curious, and  still  more  that  he  suspected  simply  walked  through  the  square on their way to work and on their way home every single day. 

It  was  quite  possibly,  the  longest  fifteen  minutes  of  his  life before they found their first unknown mage.  The man was close to thirty,  and  dressed  in  tan  leathers,  with  a  gruffly  chiseled  face.    He cast an illusion spell, and the man let out a startled exclamation. 

Carolynn asked, “Air mage?” 

He  nodded,  “I  figured  it  would  make  things  easier,  if  I  made them glow the robe color of their discipline.” 

The man looked surprised at glowing a light blue, not entirely happy, but clearly unsure and conflicted. 

The  man  made  his  way  over  to  the  dais  slowly  through  the crowd, and then moved directly for Ellen who waved him over with a subdued but welcoming smile. 

“I’m Danson.  I have a wife, kids, and a job I need to get to.” 

Ellen nodded, “Your family will come with you, of course.  Your children are likely mages as well, or they likely will be when they’re grown.  As for your old job, someone else will have to take it.  You do have options, and one of those will be to return to your old life, but we would like you to see how we live, and to hear about what we do for the kingdom and queen,  before  you make that decision.” 

Danson  grunted,  “Easier  said  than  done,  if  I  don’t  show  up today then I’ll lose that job, and I won’t get it back.” 

Yeah,  life  was  complicated,  and  he  knew  their  plan  would disrupt lives. 

Danson and Ellen continued their conversation, and she gave him  a  short  overview  of  his  options,  though  that  was  supposed  to wait  for  later,  when  we  had  all  of  them  for  the  day’s  work.    But obviously,  that  was  an  unworkable  plan,  it’d  be  more  chaotic  than

that.    He  guessed  Carolynn  agreed  with  his  assessment,  because she didn’t object to how Ellen was handling it. 

In the end, Danson did agree, and they went to get his family and drop them at the tower.  He suspected what finally pushed him to  agree  was  the  opportunity  to  give  his  wife  and  children  a  better life. 

In  the  first  two  hours  alone,  he  realized  they’d  severely underestimated how many mages they’d find, and as a result all the work and disruption that would go along with it.  He found three air mages, four fire mages, two earth mages, three water mages, a life mage, and two death mages.  The only mages they hadn’t found yet was rune mages. 

Regardless,  he’d  handed  over  the  spell  responsibility  to  Lia after  those  two  hours,  while  several  men  and  women  hung  around behind  the  stage.    Their  mage  was  already  off  escorting  someone else, but more would be helping when they got back.  It was a slow mess. 

An hour later, and Lia had identified double his numbers,  plus a rune mage.  Far more than they truly expected to find in a whole day,  and  it  wasn’t  even  lunchtime  yet.    The  rune  mage  gave  him hope they’d find even more. 

Tina was in her mid-thirties, had teen children and a husband, and had just stopped by the courtyard on her way to the market to buy  groceries  for  her  evening  meal.    She  was  obviously  quite shocked, and unsure how her husband would take the news. 

Honestly,  he  wasn’t  sure  either.    Moving  her  whole  family meant  she’d  essentially  become  the  primary  breadwinner  of  the family,  even  if  her  husband  kept  his  job  and  didn’t  follow  her  on missions  when  she  reached  mage  status.    Mages  were  very  well paid by the crown.  He worried she’d turn them down, and have her magic burned out, but only time would tell.  Still, there was a fifty-fifty chance that each of her teen kids was a rune mage as well.  So even then it hopefully wouldn’t be a total loss. 

In short, his rune spell and the mission weren’t just a success that first day, they were an overwhelming success.  There seemed to be a lot more hidden mages than they’d ever expected.  One of the

new  fire  mages  was  fifty-three  years  old,  and  the  youngest  they’d found was  five.  Of course, they got a pass until they grew up, and since  his  mother  wasn’t  a  mage,  they’d  no  doubt  be  catching  the father at some point during the week so the kid would be in the tower anyway. 

The  final  count  of  the  day  was  one  rune  mage,  ten  each  of water and fire, eleven each of air and earth, and seven life and six death  mages.    In  just  one  day,  they’d  replaced  their  losses  from Tanner’s  rebellion,  and  he  couldn’t  help  but  wonder  what  a  week would bring.  He also didn’t have any doubts they’d be travelling to all the villages at the end of that week. 

That evening, once all their families had been settled, for the ones  that  had  them,  all  the  new  mages  were  in  the  arena  with  a master  of  their  discipline.    Including  Tina  of  course,  who  was  there with Talia. 

He  said,  “The  first  spell,  the  one  we  used  in  the  courtyard, merely detected the magic within you all.  This second spell will free it.  It will feel a little strange. You’ll feel a tingling, and your mind will focus on the flowing magic.  It will not harm you, and it is in fact safer than  what  all  your  fellow  mages  have  gone  through  in  discovering what  they  were,  but  it   is  a  mild  form  of  mind  control.    Don’t  panic, when you feel your mind focusing without your own intent behind it. 

Just go with it, and also try to get a sense of what’s happening.  Of course, regardless to that the master mage with you will teach you how to channel.” 

They  all  looked  a  little  nervous,  probably  the  mind  control part.    In  truth,  no  magic  could  force  another  to  channel.    What  his spell did instead was force their own minds to focus in the right ways to channel for the first time themselves, without experiencing magical backlash  and  keeping  their  magic  in  the  channels.    It  was  safe enough. 

After  casting  it  on  the  first  few,  who  looked  startled  but unharmed, some even delighted, the rest seemed to calm down.  He never imagined he’d have to cast that spell rune over fifty times that first evening, but it was what it was. 

After  that,  he  and  Lia  retired  to  the  tower  for  dinner. 

Tomorrow would be the same. 

The second day of the mission went much the same, but they were better prepared and had more volunteer escorts for each of the disciplines.  They only found about thirty in total that second day, and no more rune mages. 

At least, no more rune mages out of the crowds going through the  square.    They  did  discover  Tina’s  twelve-year-old  son,  Brock, was  a  rune  mage.    Elizabeth,  Tina’s  fifteen-year-old  daughter  was not,  and  had  taken  after  her  non-mage  father  in  that  way. 

Regardless, even two new rune mages felt like a lot, when there was only seven of them to start with.  They now numbered nine. 

That second day went much more smoothly, as did the next, and the day after that. 

After  four  days  they’d  added  a  significant  number  of  mages, beyond all expectations.  Over a hundred and sixty in total.  Only a handful  of  them  had  chosen  the  option  to  have  their  magic  burned out,  and  even  less  than  that  had  chosen  to  pay  their  own  way  to avoid  being  beholden  to  the  crown.    The  rest  took  the  oaths  and moved in with their families. 

There  were  at  that  point,  just  over  seven  hundred  mages  in the towers.  Close to seventy in the life and death towers, and over a hundred  and  forty  in  each  of  the  four  elemental  towers.    The  rune towers stayed at nine, but even just adding a third family line was still a boon worth celebrating, and he hadn’t lost hope there’d be more to find. 

They had three more days, before their mission would detour onto  the  road.    He  had  even  higher  hopes  there,  it  seemed  to  him the  rune  mages  were  hit  the  hardest  when  the  mystics  were dethroned.  It would make sense, if most of those survivors had fled the capital and hid in the villages. 

Or maybe, he was just fooling himself.  Time would tell. 

Everyone  in  the  towers  were  excited  by  the  large  influx  of mages, larger than even the most optimistic among them had hoped or expected.  It seemed like a very positive thing, and it  was.  They were all amazed at just how many mages never triggered their magic on  accident.    It  was  just…  no  one  saw  or  expected  the  unintended results of such a hugely successful mission. 

Those unintended consequences were about to start. 

Chapter Five

The sun was low in the sky off to the west, on the fifth day of their mission.    Things  had  slowed  down,  perhaps  most  of  the  people  in the city had already gone through the square, not putting things off until the last day to obey the queen’s proclamation. 

It  was  hardly  disheartening  that  they’d  only  found  a  couple more  of  each  discipline  that  day,  save  rune  mages,  they  were  still riding high on the unexpected level of success in their mission.  Even if they didn’t find one more mage the rest of the week, it’d be more than worth it, but it  was rather boring. 

The  ladies  around  him  were  engaged  in  low  level  banter  to pass the time, and it was his turn to be paying attention.  He had the spell running, the rod it was inscribed on along with the second spell was loosely held in his left hand as he channeled the magic through his  fingertips.    They  were  hardly  spells  needed  in  battle,  so  he’d seen no reason to waste precious space on his bracers for them. 

When  he  felt  a  mature  mage  enter  the  detection  range  he didn’t  give  it  a  second  thought  for  a  moment.    There  were  mages coming and going all day long on escort duty, but he frowned after a moment.  He didn’t recognize the mage’s magic at all, had never felt their  magic  before,  and  his  head  snapped  that  way  as  adrenaline surged in his veins.  He’d been at the towers for thirteen and a half months at that point, he’d met all the mages by then, even if he didn’t know them all personally. 

More  to  the  point,  when  he  cast  the  detect  magic  rune,  he learned  the  mage  was  shielded,  she  was  also  a  quite  powerful master mage. 

“Trouble, maybe.” 

He honestly couldn’t see it, their mission to find mages should be safe, shouldn’t it? 

The  low  conversations  stopped.    Lia,  Carolynn,  Karina,  and Ellen took his warning seriously and looked where he was looking. 

Danielle  and  Caley  smirked  at  him,  as  if  they  expected  him  to  be playing with them in some way, and Cerise just looked annoyed that he’d interrupted whatever she was saying. 

Cerise  was  trouble.    He’d  discovered  over  the  last  five  days she  was  arrogant,  and  thrived  on  drama,  an  attitude  he’d  never understand,  but  he  didn’t  blame  Danielle  and  Caley  for  not  taking him seriously at first. He did joke around a lot and tease, especially when  bored,  and  no  one  expected  this  mission  to  be  dangerous  in the least.  Not even the council.  Of course, the others knew him well enough  to  pick  out  the  subtle  signs  between  a  joke  and  a  serious warning. 

To  make  his  point,  he  drew  his  sword,  and  his  magic  flared strongly as he manually triggered his ward spell, which automatically shielded  and  enhanced  him.    To  his  relief,  Lia  followed  suit immediately, and all the other mages triggered theirs as well. 

Caley drew her weapon as well. 

“Not kidding, detections, now.  Unknown water mage headed our way, and she’s quite powerful.” 

Perhaps he was overreacting, but better safe than sorry. 

Carolynn yelled, “Clear the area!” 

The commoners, seeing swords out, and worried looks on the mages’ faces, complied immediately with alacrity. 

The mage smirked as she approached the dais. 

“I mean no harm to any of you, there’s no need for alarm.” 

Carolynn demanded, “Who are you, and who do you serve?” 

She smiled, “Nadia.  The crown of course.  I’m returning home from a deep cover mission.” 

Karina narrowed her eyes, “Why don’t  I  recognize you then? 

That explains why Olin didn’t recognize you, but surely your mission hasn’t lasted for fifteen years.” 

Nadia smirked, “Actually, it has lasted for twenty.  I can’t really talk  about  it  though,  the  details  I  mean,  especially  not   here,  out  in public where anyone can hear us .  Perhaps I got arrogant in my age and  power,  but  I  was  caught  passing  information.    It’s  why  I’m

shielded right now, I’ve been dodging assassins from the neighbors my whole way home.” 

Carolynn narrowed her eyes, “Which neighbor?” 

Nadia  shook  her  head,  “That’s  one  of  the  details  I  won’t discuss in public.  Jace will recognize me.  I have to admit, this isn’t the welcome I was hoping for after so long away from home.  I’m the reason the royal family knew when attacks were coming.” 

Carolynn sighed, “You’re a spy?” 

Nadia  laughed,  “Obviously.    Take  me  to  Jace,  or  just  let  me walk away and I’ll just go myself.  I’m sorry for this, I let my curiosity get  the  best  of  me,  otherwise  I’d  have  just  rounded  you  and  gone straight to the tower.  Eight mages sitting on a dais out in the public square, that’s a curious thing.” 

Nadia gave him a measuring look, “You must be the new rune mystic I’ve heard so much about.” 

He frowned, “You’ve heard of me?” 

Nadia laughed, “Oh yes, from both our side when I delivered reports…  and  my  previous  hosts,  who  are  quite  alarmed  by  the possibility of a rune mystic once more walking the Earth,” she turned back to Carolynn with a questioning look. 

She was obviously implying she’d been a deep cover spy for Vemor,  or  possibly  Dreston.    All  of  her  answers  were  vague,  and they  depended  on   them   to  fill  in  all  the  blanks.    It  gave  him  the impression  she  wasn’t  being  entirely  honest,  though  his  magic wasn’t picking out the lie. 

Carolynn said, “Why don’t you join us on the trip back to the towers, we were about done for the day anyway.” 

Nadia smiled, “Gladly.  So, what  are  you doing out here?” 

He cleared his throat, “Just one question, and forgive me if I’m wrong.    I  get  the  vague  answers,  who  knows  who’s  listening,  but  it would  also  cover  misdirection  quite  nicely,  without  Lia,  Cerise,  or myself detecting a lie.  Sure, you said Jace would recognize you, but would he recognize you as an ally, or an enemy?  So… Answer this. 

 Which  royal family do you serve as a spy, Nadia.  Tell me her name, no evasions.” 

Nadia  laughed  lightly,  as  if  it  were  all  a  joke,  in  a  rather disarming  manner.    Then  gestured  with  her  hand  as  she  barked  a

sharp word. 

Nadia’s  spell  didn’t  attack  any  of  them,  not  directly.    Clearly, she  was  too  experienced  to  expect  to  win  a  direct  fight  with  magic against  eight  of  them.    Especially  with  Lia  there,  who  dwarfed  the older woman’s power. 

They were however, sitting right in front of a  fountain,  and the woman was a water mage. 

Water  nailed  them  all  in  the  backs,  and  while  their  shields held, they were all pushed forward, launched off the dais, and landed on their faces.  The water also  froze,  and him being shielded or not he  had  to  release  a  quick  water  rune  of  his  own  to  free  his  hands and his sword.  The water hadn’t gotten past his shields, but his wrist was still thinner than his hands, after all. 

He jumped up with his sword, the others similarly getting up, but  the  woman  was  gone.    His  detect  magic  had  her  two  blocks away already, and she was moving incredibly fast. 

Carolynn  said,  “Good  call  on  catching  her  out,  but  what  the hell just happened.  What was the point of that?” 

He narrowed his eyes, then it hit him, and he looked around at the wet ground.  Nothing. 

“The spell.  The rune spells to detect and release mages, the rod is gone.  That was her mission, not to kill us, which allowed her to  get  away  with  saying  she  meant  us  no  harm  right  in  the beginning.  Vemor or Dreston wanted the spells for their rune mages, so they could find all their unrealized mages as well.  How the hell did we miss that?  We’re lucky they didn’t send assassins instead, of course what we’re doing would be alarming to them.” 

Carolynn  cursed,  no  doubt  like  him,  wondering  how  they’d missed  such  an  obvious  response.    Of  course  Dreston  and  Vemor would be unhappy that their enemy was becoming more powerful by finding  more  mages.    Especially  if  word  had  travelled  over  the  last five  days  of  their  unusually  high  success  at  doing  so.    At  the  very least, they’d want to get their hands on the spell so they could find their unrealized mages in response. 

Any  advances  or  new  spells  he  made,  would  be  coveted  by their enemies.  He was a naïve idiot for not seeing that sooner.  He could only take comfort in the fact that they’d seen finding mages as

a  positive  thing,  about  their  race  and  their  dwindling  numbers,  and not as a way to make war.  Still, he was surprised the more practical mages on the council hadn’t seen this coming. 

Clearly, Nadia  was  a  spy  and  a  thief,  and  a  very  good  one. 

She’d hit them and trapped them with a water blast, but at the same time  it  must  have  been  that  water  blast  that  delivered  the  rod  from his hands to hers.  That showed a remarkable amount of precision control and focus on her part, he was even a little impressed. 

She’d have no doubt been more subtle about it, if they’d fallen for her story, she could have simply gotten close enough to glance at the rod during the walk to the towers, or simply requested to see it out  of  curiosity,  then  evaded  them.    When  she  got  home,  she could’ve recreated it as an illusion with the aid of a memory spell, for their rune mages to study. 

This  smash  and  run  job  was  obviously  her  backup  plan, because he’d put her in a corner that she couldn’t talk her way out of without lying. 

Carolynn said, “You three go, stop her, kill her if you have to, but  I’d  really  like  to  question  her  under  truth  spell.    Still,  take  no chances, she’s a cunning opponent.  We’ll follow as we’re able.” 

The you three obviously applied to Caley, Lia, and him, who were  enhanced  with  speed  and  could  outdistance  the  rest  of  them quite quickly.  He wasn’t quite sure how a water mage was moving so fast, perhaps she was riding a sheet of ice made from the water of  the  fountain,  and  not  running  at  all,  but  she  was  almost  out  of range already, and it hadn’t been more than fifteen seconds. 

The  three  of  them  took  off  at  a  dead  run,  the  other  five following at normal human speeds.  After a block or so, he sheathed his  sword  for  better  balance  and  really  poured  it  on.    They  were closing, but very slowly, Nadia was clearly using her water magic to increase  her  speed  somehow.    Point  being,  it  was  a  race  to  see who’d reach the gates of the city first. 

Or so he thought. 

His mind stuttered and he let out a curse as he felt the gate up ahead.  A magic gate.  Of course, it’d only been five days, it took a week to get here from either border, of course she had a magical

escape ready.  No doubt the mages that created the gate and were holding it open were back in the enemy’s capital. 

They were closing, but there was no way they were going to catch up.  They kept running anyway, until he felt their spy disappear into  the  gate,  then  they  slowed  to  a  jog.    They  took  up  positions around the gate, but no one came out of it, and it disappeared less than a minute later, before the others could catch up to him. 

He was angry, and felt like a failure, the enemy had managed to steal his spells, and would swell the ranks of their invading forces with the gods knew how many mages.  Sure, there was a chance the mage  had  come  from  Dreston,  and  not  the  expansionist  Vemor Empire, but he doubted it.  Dreston mages were supposed to be a lot weaker,  and  while  not  a  standout  like  Lia  was,  Nadia  had  been  on the very high end of average, with more raw power than he had in the upper end of average range himself. 

Sure, he could shrug it off, he hadn’t been in command after all, but it still felt like a personal failure.  After all, the rod was in his left hand, and the enemy had taken it. 

Jace  said  coldly,  “Let  me  get  this  straight.    This   one  enemy water  spy,  managed  to  trick  you  all,  and  get  away  with  a  rod  that could possibly double their mage ranks in their military?” 

Carolynn said, “Essentially correct, but no.  She didn’t fool us, and  we  suspected  her.    The  smash  and  grab  tactic  she  employed was obviously her backup plan, because we didn’t fall for it.  We  did fail,  but  that’s  because  we  had  no  idea  what  her  aim  or  goal  was, which is in the end, what allowed her to succeed.  We were neither warned,  nor  did  we  consider  our  enemy’s  responding  in  this  way ourselves. 

“The  mission  design  itself,  also  helped  the  other  side, because it made the information vulnerable and exposed out in the open.  I believe if other runes are ever made, we’ll be far more aware of  the  possibility  of  espionage  and  theft,  and  we’ll  be  able  to  keep them safe.” 

Jace  opened  his  mouth,  no  doubt  to  express  a  withering rebuke at her sass in implying the council had a part in this failure as well, but Talia interjected. 

Talia  said,  “It’s  done.    All  of  us  failed  to  recognize  the  risks, and  as  Olin  said  earlier,  we’re  lucky  they  didn’t  try  to  assassinate him.  They could have just as easily sent a team through the gate, instead of one spy bent on espionage.  That tells me they wanted the spells badly enough to forego a violent option, and that perhaps they want him alive for the opportunity to steal even more in the future. 

They also recognized killing him wouldn’t stop us from finding all our mages, so they went with a surer thing, theft instead of murder.” 

Truthfully, and in the council’s defense, it’d been hundreds of years since new magic spells were available under  any  discipline, in any  of  the  lands.    Espionage  in  relation  to  the  mage  towers  hadn’t been  a  threat  on  anyone’s  radar,  in  a  long  time,  even  if  it  was  an extremely obvious one in hindsight. 

Jace  grunted,  “Regardless,  I  did  recognize  her  from  your illusion, and she does work for Vemor.  The council will be assigning two  masters  to  the  group  as  protection  when  you  leave  the  city  in three days.  The damage is done, but I expect you all to stay on your toes the next two days.  Dreston hasn’t made any moves on it yet, and Vemor could still decide leaving our mystic alive is too much of a risk now that they actually have the spells. 

“That’s something Olin and Lia will  always  have to deal with, apparently.” 

The discussion didn’t go on much longer, but they did find out Nadia  had  been  a  known  spy  in  Dreston  for  many  years  by  their council  at  least,  which  is  how  she  got  away  with  that  part  of  her story.  She  was  on the way home. She just hadn’t gotten there yet. 

Olin’s obvious statement about his increased danger as far as enemy  kingdom  activity  was  also  somewhat  of  a  slap  in  the  face, and  obvious.    He’d  always  been  worried  about  how  Reton  might react  to  having  a  mystic  in  their  midst,  but  he  hadn’t  really  worried about Reton’s enemies.  That had gone better than he’d hoped, but the other worry hadn’t even been on his mind at all.  It was from then on. 

Chapter Six

The last two days they were warier.  News of the confrontation in the  square  had  also  gotten  around  the  city,  and  people  gave  the mages’ dais plenty of extra space those last two days as they walked through.  No doubt fearing they’d be attacked again.  Regardless, at the end of those two days, they’d found an additional forty mages.  It seemed there had been a large portion of the population that had put it off, which was the only thing that could explain the resurgence of numbers on those last two days. 

At seven hundred and fifty mages in the towers, two hundred of  them  new  apprentices,  his  new  spell  and  the  simple  plan  had them  grow  by  a  third  again.    The  numbers  found  worked  out  to around  a  half  percent  of  the  population.    That  meant  at  best  they should  expect  to  find  up  to  ten  more  per  village,  if  that.    Still  more than worth it, even finding just one would be worth taking the trip. 

The master trainers would be extremely busy.  With eighteen villages scattered around Reton, that could be close to another one hundred  and  eighty  mages,  with  an  average  population  of  two thousand  per  village.    Some  were  smaller  than  that,  some  like  the walled border villages were bigger.  Of course, they couldn’t be sure until  it  happened.    Still,  forty  percent  of  their  mages  would  be  new apprentices at that point, and they’d have over nine hundred in the ranks.  If the trend continued. 

“We’re  going  to  need  a  bigger  arena,”  he  quipped,  as  they headed back to the council chambers that third morning to meet their new  mission  commanders.    No  doubt  the  two  master  mages assigned to the mission would take over from Carolynn and Karina as lead and second. 

Lia smirked, “Bigger towers, too.” 

He laughed, “Really?” 

Lia shook her head, “Probably not.  None of the towers have been near capacity for a long time.  I am hoping your theory is right, that rune mages fled the capital, and we have to open another floor at  least.    But  yeah,  the  next  competition,  they’ll  be  close  to  four hundred mages competing for the next twelve months.  Five hundred or more, if our trip is successful.” 

He  nodded,  with  Tina  and  her  husband  and  children  they were using another two rooms on the third floor, they might just have to open the fourth floor if they found a few more. 

They walked into the council chamber, and he almost tripped over  his  own  feet  as  he  saw  Kaitlyn  at  the  large  conference  table. 

She  was  no  longer  on  the  council,  but  still  a  master  mage,  and apparently on this mission. 

The second master mage sitting next to her, rather closely he noticed,  was  Michael.    An  older  air  mage  master  he  didn’t  really know except by sight. Michael was around fifty-five, five years older than Kaitlyn, with brown hair and eyes, a strong build, and a relaxed face.    The  man  was  extremely  intense  in  the  competitions,  but outside the competition he looked almost laid back.  Or, as he looked back at Kaitlyn, he decided maybe she had something to do with that relaxed look. 

It was quite clear the two of them were a couple, the way they were sitting, and the fact another male mage was even there on their team, meant they almost had to be in his mind. 

Serina,  the  new  air  tower  guild  master,  started  them  off  as soon as everyone else arrived. 

“You  all  should  know  Kaitlyn,  and  this  is  Michael.    Both  of them  are  above  average  in  power  and  strength,  and  they  will  be leading  the  teams  to  the  villages.    We’ve  spent  some  time  on  the plans,  and  expect  you’ll  spend  up  to  two  days  at  each  of  the eighteen villages. 

“There  will  also  be  a  team  of  twelve  masters   here   on  this mission.    With  the  incredible  success  in  the  city  it  was  decided  we couldn’t afford to assign a hundred and eighty horses to the mission, and risk having so many new apprentices on the road at once.  The enemy  would  see  it  as  an  opportunity  to  destroy  our  new  strength before we could grow it.  We all in this room, have no doubt the other

kingdoms’  spies  are  paying  very  close  attention  to  the  progress  of this mission. 

“As such, on the last night in each village, we will be opening a  portal  from  here  to  the  mage  building  in  the  village.    The apprentices  found  will  be  sent  through  on  foot  to  join  their  towers immediately, rather than take that risk at all.  You won’t be using the second spell, Talia or Garen can unlock their potential when they’re with their trainers at the tower.” 

That was actually a good idea, he’d been wondering about the logistics part of the plan in dragging that many apprentices all over the kingdom.  Should there be that many, that is. 

Talia  said,  “Needless  to  say  perhaps,  you  will  all  need  to  be alert  at  all  times,  and  keep  your  ward  spells  up.    Perhaps  we’re overreacting  from  our  previous  failure,  but  better  to  be  ready. 

Michael  is  your  mission  commander,  and  Kaitlyn  is  his  second. 

Karina and Carolynn are still higher in the chain of command, so are in charge when the masters aren’t around. 

“The villages  should  go smoothly.  The queen has sent orders to  all  the  barons.    You’ll  be  setting  up  outside  the  mage  buildings, and every villager and farmer will know to come by to be tested while you’re there.” 

Jace interjected, as soon as Talia stopped to take a breath. 

“You’ll  start  out  going  west,  and  you’ll  hit  the  three  coastal villages.  Then north to hit those coastal villages and the two inland villages.    Then  you’ll  take  care  of  the  east,  and  the  border  villages against Dreston’s border, then go south, working your way down to the five walled villages by the passes to Vemor.” 

Serina picked the thread back up, “Those last will be the most dangerous,  so  we  thought  it  wise  to  put  them  last.    It  will  give  you time to work out any wrinkles in logistics or tactics we didn’t think of or  consider  yet,  and  it’ll  enable  you  to  better  focus  on  security concerns on both borders since the rest will take care of itself.” 

Elisha  said,  “At  no  time  will   any  of  you  be  alone  during  this mission.    This  mission  will  last  several  months,  so  it’s  a  foregone conclusion  shopping  will  be  needed  and  other  things.    You  will always  go  in  groups  to  the  marketplace  and  never  alone.  That

includes  sleeping,  you  will  all  double  up  in  the  rooms  at  night. 

Understood?” 

They all nodded. 

Talia asked, “Any questions?” 

He  nodded,  “Has  anyone  considered  this  might  start  a  full war?  I had no idea how successful it would be.  I imagine, if this part of  the  mission  is  just  as  successful,  and  we’ve  grown  our  numbers by eighty percent, Vemor may wish to push hard before we can train them.” 

The council exchanged uncomfortable glances. 

Aron, the new death guild master, replied, “They are already mobilizing, and we’re preparing missions to beef up our presence in all five of the pass villages.  So far, nothing from Dreston that way, but they can’t be unaware of what’s going on.” 

Talia added, “This isn’t your fault, nor is it the first time they’ve attacked.    We’ll  hold  them  back,  like  we  always  do,  and  in  a  year we’ll be even more unassailable.  Concentrate on  your  mission and keeping  yourselves  safe.    If  anything,  the  success  is  making  us stronger, time will bear that out.” 

Cerise asked, “So, we can expect assassins?” 

Kaitlyn replied, “Yes.  Based on their current actions, it seems likely.    They  wanted  the  spells  to  grow  more  powerful  themselves, just in case.  Now that they have them, I’m sure Olin has outlived his usefulness  in  their  eyes  given  their  recent  activity  the  last  three days.    I’ve  worked  up  some  tactics,  on  the  assumption  Olin  will  be the primary target of any attacks. We’ll discuss them further on the road.” 

Cerise  gave  him  a  look  that  was  almost  apologetic,  as  she said, “Wouldn’t it be safer to leave him behind?” 

Talia  replied,  “Yes  and  no.    Perhaps  for  him,  but  not  for  the mission.    The  enemy  will  still  try  to  stop  this  mission,  removing  our mystic is only  one  of the goals there.  Slowing our growth while they once again try to invade will be a top priority as well.” 

Cerise  frowned,  “I  meant  for  him,  not  for  us.    Not  just personally,  but  for  any  future  spells  he  could  bring  the  rune  tower and us as a whole.” 

Huh, concern from Cerise for his  personal  well-being was the last thing he ever expected. 

Gavin,  the  fire  tower  master,  said,  “It  was  discussed,  and rejected.    Sam  is  the  only  other  rune  mage  able  to  take  on  this mission,  and  he’s  on  another  critical  mission  at  the  moment.    We don’t really need any more spells, or at least that’s the  least  of our priorities.  First and foremost, Olin is a mage like any other in service to the crown.  He will sink or swim just like any of the rest of us, on his talents and abilities.” 

Gavin wasn’t wrong, he didn’t want preferential treatment, or to be held captive in the towers because he was a mystic.  He was there  to  do  his  part.    Life  as  a  mage  in  service  to  the  crown  was dangerous, for all of them.  He liked that they were treating him as any other mage going on a mission, but also hated it, was he putting his team in greater danger than they’d normally face? 

He decided probably not in this case, the enemy would try to stop  this  mission  whether  he  was  there  or  not.    He  was  also  very glad  his  chosen  life  mate  was  so  powerful,  because  she’d  need  to be.  There would be other less important missions, less dangerous ones, where he’d still be targeted just for being what he was.  He still wasn’t  thrilled  he’d  be  putting  his  Lia  in  more  danger  than  most mages faced, but her power was a small comfort. 

Cerise sighed, “I didn’t mean he was more important than us either.    He’s  just…  the  specific  target.    I  thought  that  might  change things.” 

Michael nodded, “It’ll be dangerous, but we’ll support him like he will any of us.  I’ve dealt with their septums before, and this group is a strong group.” 

He frowned, “Septum?” 

Michael nodded, “A seven mage assassin team, one of each discipline.  Of course, those teams are rare, and the empire fights on many fronts, including keeping their conquered territories in line, so we  aren’t  even  sure  we’ll  have  to  face  one.    Chances  are,  they’ll send  a  single  assassin   first,  or  perhaps  a  normal  and  very  small strike team .   Like Kaitlyn already said, we’ll discuss it on the road, or we’ll  wind  up  burning  the  day  away  discussing  all  the  possibilities. 

We have three days before we reach the first village, that’ll give us plenty of time to discuss and plan scenarios.” 

Aubrey asked, “Any more questions?” 

There weren’t any.  The ten of them grabbed their gear, and they headed toward the mage stables by the gate out of the city.  He was  looking  forward  to  the  mission,  despite  the  danger.    It  was  the first time he’d be out of the city and on a mission for so long.  He just wasn’t looking forward to being in a saddle every day for hours. 

They mounted up and headed west, it was still relatively early in  the  morning,  so  they  should  get  in  close  to  a  full  day’s  ride,  to reach their first village in three days. 

The  sun  was  high  in  the  sky  later  that  same  day,  and  they were  headed  west  toward  the  coast.    They’d  spent  a  lot  of  time discussing  various  scenarios,  but  it  was  relatively  quiet  for  the moment. 

He  remembered  Kaitlyn  as  a  rather  grim-faced  tower mistress, but as a master mage without that stern responsibility, and obviously  recently  married,  she  was  like  a  completely  different person.    He’d  almost  describe  her  as  girlishly  bubbly  in  Michael’s presence, and it was startling to say the least.  Maybe that was the real Kaitlyn, and the stress and responsibility of the top job had kept it repressed. 

He took five minutes to channel as hard and fast as he could, as  he  did  every  hour.    His  growth  continued  despite  it  being  just  a week  short  of  fourteen  months.    He  expected  that  to  stop  at  any moment,  but  it  was  hard  to  ignore  the  fact  he’d  started  to  exceed even  the  outer  average  fast  growth  period  for  a  mage.    His  power, after  the  week  of  mission  in  the  city,  had  once  again  doubled,  and the longer his growth went on the more he edged closer to the very high end of average for a mage. 

Still dwarfed by Lia’s power, and the handful of very powerful mages in the towers, but not so much by anyone else at least in his age group.  Still, he had to wonder when his fast growth  would  stop. 

Were  mystics  different  in  that  way  too?    Perhaps  from  being  more attuned to the magic?  Or did his continued growth have to do with

being  so  close  to  the  node  of  magic,  where  the  ley  lines  met  deep under the earth, even if only for a short time?  Had it affected him? 

There  was  no  way  to  know,  no  other  mystics  to  compare himself  to,  and  nothing  but  time  would  tell  how  much  stronger  he would  get,  until  his  fast  magic  growth  did  stop.    He’d  only  been  a mage  for  a  week  short  of  fourteen  months,  who  knew  what  other differences to normal mages might be discovered, if any.  He pushed it  out  of  his  head,  he  might  not  even   be  different  as  far  as  growth, just on the outer edge of average like his magic.  Assuming anything would be a mistake. 

He’d  assumed  the  mystics  powerful  reputation  had  rested solely  on  the  spell  rune  rooms  and  tapping  the  earth’s  ley  lines  to power those enchantments, but perhaps he’d been wrong about that too.    Assumptions  were  bad,  and  it  seemed  a  previous  one  was coming  back  to  bite  his  ass.    Maybe  mystics  also  grew  fast  for  a longer  period  naturally,  and  they  were  more  powerful  than  most normal mages. He supposed he’d have to wait to find out. 

If  it  continued  for  another  month,  he’d  know.      At  that  point, he’d be too far outside the norm for any other explanation.  He’d be in  a  class  of  his  own,  significantly  more  powerful  than  all  the  other mages,  except  for  that  handful  that  truly  stood  out  among  mages. 

Somewhere in the middle of those two groups. 

Michael  interrupted  his  thoughts,  “Between  towns,  there  will be five two-hour guard duty shifts to keep our camping site secure. 

The first shift will be during camp setup and dinner while the rest of us  are  distracted  with  cooking,  setting  up,  and  all  that.    The  latter four, are sleeping shifts.  Kaitlyn and I will take last shift.  First shift will be Carolynn and Karina.  Those are the benefits of rank that you have to look forward to.” 

Michael  paused  to  smirk,  the  man  seemed  pretty  laid  back, unless he was talking about battle tactics. 

“Tonight, Lia and Olin will take second shift, Cerise and Caley third,  and  Amanda  and  Gabrielle  fourth.    The  one  you’re  assigned with for shifts will be your buddy for the duration of this mission, and you’ll  never  leave  them  alone,  or  let  them  go  off  alone.    They  will also  be  your  tent  mate,  and  your  roommate  in  the  mage  building inside the villages.  The second through fourth shifts will rotate, the

first and fifth are permanent.  That way, you’ll all have at least one solid block of sleep, without interruption, one night of three. 

“Of  course,  I  expect  you  all  to  maintain  your  wards  at   all times.  If we’re attacked, the ones on guard duty will be awake and alert,  while  the  rest  of  us  take  a  few  moments  to  shake  off  the cobwebs  of  sleep.    Oh,  and  if  you  have  any  problems  with  who  I teamed you with, suck it up, and don’t bring it to my attention.” 

He laughed. 

Caley didn’t exactly look thrilled she got stuck with Cerise, the troublemaker in the group.  Though, he had to admit once things had gotten  dangerous,  and  it  wasn’t  a  simple  milk  run  mission,  Cerise had  dropped  a  lot  of  her  attitude.    Apparently  true  danger  was enough drama where she didn’t need to inject some extra along with a healthy dose of angst.  If he didn’t know better, he’d say the young fire  mage  seemed  hungry  to  prove  herself.    Amanda  and  Gabrielle had  gotten  along  all  week,  so  he  didn’t  imagine  there’d  be  any conflict there. 

Kaitlyn  said,  “The  enemy  is  most  likely  to  attack  us  on  the road,  and  not  until  later  in  the  mission  when  we  aren’t  so  far  from their borders, but it’s possible we’ll be attacked during the day in the villages  as  well,  when  we’ll  have  to  worry  about  our  response  and bystanders.    It’ll  also  be  easier  to  find  us  when  we  aren’t  on  the move.    Chances  are,  they  won’t  attack  us  at  all  when  we’re  inside the  mage  buildings.    The  enemy  knows  our  mage  buildings  are permanently enchanted, and that tilts the odds too far in our favor. 

However, we will still be careful, they may do it simply because it’s when we’ll least expect it.” 

With ten mages the camp went up extremely fast, and before long  the  horses  were  brushed  and  settled  down,  the  fire  to  cook dinner was set up, and the tents were up.  They’d refilled their water skins in the nearby creek, and they gathered enough firewood for the night.  They were some fifty yards or so away from the road, if they felt anyone approach the camp, they would almost certainly turn out to be an enemy. 

Him and Lia had just finished setting up their tent, and he took her in his arms for a stolen moment. 

“How are you doing?” he asked. 

Lia  smirked,  “This  is  old  hat  to  me,  like  my  first  mission camping  out  with  a  regiment  of  troops  on  the  way  to  the  border. 

Only better, since you’re with me.  How about you?” 

His  ass  hurt,  but  he  wasn’t  going  to  admit  it.    He’d  cast  a healing  spell  as  soon  as  he  could  get  away  with  it  without  anyone noticing, until then he’d suck it up. 

“Good.  It feels good to get out of the city.  On our first mission without the council nearby, and of course I’m with you.” 

She  nodded,  “But  you’re  still  growing,  and  we  left  the  city. 

Worried about that?  I’d hate to see you not reach your full potential, even if you’re already well placed as far as power goes.” 

He wasn’t worried, but he couldn’t say why.  The village they were moving toward, and all the other villages had their own node. 

The road they were on was also practically right on top of one of the ley lines that connected all the villages which greatly increased the ambient magic in that area.  That really wouldn’t be a problem, the trip  had  almost  no  chance  to  stunt  his  remaining  growth,  whether that turned out to be one more day, or another month, or more.  But it was also top-secret council only information he couldn’t share with her. 

He shook his head, “Not too much, no.  The mage buildings should be just as good, and we’ll only be on the road a few days at a time.  How do you feel about being married and permanent mission partners with a danger magnet?” 

She smiled, “So worth it.” 

He completely lost his train of thought, when she kissed him rather thoroughly. 

She asked, “Dinner?” 

He  gave  her  a  blank  look  which  made  her  giggle  with satisfaction. 

When his mind finally caught up, he said, “Sure, let’s help.” 

They headed over to the fire. 

Kaitlyn said, “We don’t need eight people cooking dinner, one of  you  pairs  needs  to  set  up  Carolynn’s  and  Karina’s  tent,  since they’re on watch.” 

Lia volunteered the two of them, and he followed her over to Karina’s and Carolynn’s packs, and started to set up the tent.  They could have used magic for almost all of what they’d done, but they didn’t.  They minimized any convenience magic as much as possible while on a mission.  They never knew when they might be attacked, so  having  as  much  as  possible  available  for  that  contingency  was just  common  sense.    The  only  exception  to  that  was  keeping  their robes and themselves clean and tidy, which cost a negligent amount of magic that they’d gain back in minutes. 

That was less vanity than because they were representatives of the guilds and even the crown for the people.  It wouldn’t do to be seen as less than well-groomed by the populace. 

By the time they’d set up the tent and made their way back to the fire, dinner was close to ready, and smelled very good. 

They  filled  up  their  bowls,  and  Amanda  and  Gabrielle delivered  a  bowl  to  Karina  and  Carolynn  on  watch,  before  joining them  back  at  the  fire.    The  evening  was  a  little  cool,  summer  long gone, and they were getting a little close to the end of fall.  He wasn’t looking forward to the first frost, which would no doubt arrive before this mission was over with. 

Cerise asked, “So, why are we  really  on the road like this.” 

Kaitlyn raised an eyebrow. 

Cerise  shrugged,  “If  there’s  twelve  masters  on  this  mission, we could have directly gated to each of the villages.  Sure, it would take thirty-six gates, instead of eighteen, but the mission would also be a lot shorter.  It’d take a month and a week, instead of close to three to finish swelling our ranks.” 

Huh,  he  hadn’t  even  considered  that.    The  master  mages could  open  a  gate,  send  them,  open  another  two  days  later  and they’d  go  back  with  the  apprentices.    Take  a  night  off,  then  take another gate to the next village starting the cycle over again. 

Kaitlyn asked, “Why do you think?” 

Cerise made a face, then said, “I have no idea, I’m probably missing the information that puts it in context.” 

Michael said, “Several small reasons, that add up.  Gates are exhausting,  casting  twice  as  many  would  be  a  drain  on  twelve powerful resources.  Those masters are also on standby in case of

an  emergency  on  the  border  that  needs  an  instant  response. 

Opening  two  gates  every  three  days  would  keep  them  exhausted almost constantly. 

“That’s  two  reasons.    A  third  is  we  don’t  want  to  make  this mission appear any more important to the other kingdoms, and gates are  only  used  for  critical  missions,  or  where  logistics  are  very problematical  at  best  to  do  it  another  way.    A  fourth  reason  is experience for our two youngest mages, who haven’t been on long term missions before like the rest of us.” 

He smirked, that’d be him and Caley.  Lia as well, to a certain extent,  since  her  longest  mission  had  been  two  weeks  during  their courting. 

Cerise  shook  her  head,  obviously  convinced  he  was  still holding back, “And?” 

Michael  sighed,  “To  make  Olin  a  moving  target.    The  more resources we can make the enemy expend in keeping track of him, the less we have to deal with elsewhere.  All while we’re using less resources, the other reasons I listed.  It will also make their agents work harder, which means we have a greater chance of exposing the empire’s spies in our kingdom.  Like I said, lots of reasons, which all added up to doing it the harder way a better plan.” 

Cerise smirked, “So, he’s bait, to catch the fishermen instead of the fish.” 

He  mentally  took  back  all  his  earlier  nice  thoughts  about Cerise.  Not that she was wrong, he could see it.  The fire mage was obviously  insightful  as  well,  he  got  the  impression  she’d  known  the answer  before  she’d  gotten  it.    They  at  least  had  one  advantage, they knew what the enemy’s goal was this time around, which would make  it  easier  to  win  any  confrontations.    And  if  they  didn’t  win…

well he wouldn’t have any worries anymore at all. 

Caley snickered, then looked at him apologetically. 

Kaitlyn sighed, “Crudely put, but essentially correct.  Still, we wouldn’t be doing this if that was the only reason.  It was all of those added up that put us on the road for three months, and  mostly  about not  overtaxing  our  team  of  master  mages  opening  gates.    The coming war and securing our borders are the highest priorities, this won’t be like what happened six months ago.  They’ll be coming at

us  in  all  the  passes,  and  no  doubt  sending  small  strike  forces through  the  two  other  harder  passes  or  through  gates  to  cause mischief and to try to weaken our defenses from within.  Our mission is hardly the most dangerous one, of all that’s going on right now.” 

Amanda  asked,  “I  thought  they  couldn’t  afford  to  send  so many troops.” 

Michael  nodded,  “They  have  to  weigh  the  costs,  of  possible uprisings  or  losing  ground  at  their  other  borders.    In  the  past,  that measurement  has  always  benefited  us,  but  we’ve  drastically changed the balance of power by finding so many mages, and they have about a year before we realize that extra power.  It’s enough to override  their  other  concerns,  they  can  always  reclaim  a  province lost  to  rebellion  easily  enough,  once  they’ve  taken  us  once  and  for all.” 

That was a grim thought. 

Kaitlyn smiled, “But we’ll hold, like we always do.  We have no choice.” 

“Dreston?” Danielle asked.  Obviously, if they reacted badly to the news that would stretch them even thinner. 

Michael  said,  “The  queen  and  council  are  working  on  that, and  have  hopes  to  come  to  a  peaceful  accommodation.    Even  if  it means  giving  them  the  two  new  spells.    Dreston  fears  us,  but  they fear  the  empire  more,  and  they  know  if  Reton  falls  the  empire  will turn their eyes on them next to claim the remainder of the northwest of  the  continent.    They’re  not  as  able  to  defend  their  kingdom,  and they know it, even if they’d never admit it.  It’s complicated.” 

Except,  that  wasn’t  entirely  true,  even  if  Dreston  did  believe that,  the  council  and  queen  knew  better.    The  empire  didn’t  care overly  about  Dreston  because  they  didn’t  have  nineteen  nodes  of magic  like  Reton  did.    They  were  a  country  poor  in  magic.    What happened if the empire sent a delegation to Dreston, and  they  came to some kind of accommodation?  It was doubtful, but if the empire was  desperate  enough  to  conquer  them  before  they  could  train  so many more mages, it could happen. 

Sure, that was a pessimistic worst-case scenario, but it wasn’t impossible,  or  even  unlikely.    Maybe  it  was  his  imagination,  but  he thought Kaitlyn held that same concern that she couldn’t voice.  The

only  ones  that  knew  those  secrets  were  him,  the  council,  and  the royal family, as well as the royal family of the Vemor empire. 

In the end, if that did happen, he couldn’t help but think it’d be his fault.  Finding another almost four hundred mages was a gift, if they were as successful in the villages as they were in the city, but definitely a two edged one. 

They  finished  their  meal  in  relative  silence,  and  he  went  to bed that night with dark and heavy thoughts, only slightly lightened by  Lia’s  presence.    Her  scent,  warmth,  and  body  against  his  was comforting however, he just couldn’t completely shake that worry as sleep finally found him. 

Chapter Seven

The  next  two  days  followed  a  similar  pattern.    Wake  up,  break camp,  travel,  setup  camp  and  the  watches.    So  far,  the  greatest dangers had been sun and wind burn, but that didn’t make him feel overly  confident.    They  expected  any  attacks  to  come  later  in  the mission,  when  they  were  closer  to  the  eastern  and  southern borders.  They were just being vigilant with their security. 

The sky was stormy, and there was a light drizzle as they rode into the first town and made their way to the mage building.  It was about  as  big  as  a  tavern,  but  he  knew  there  was  also  a  hidden stairwell in there somewhere, leading to another control room like the one  in  the  city,  deep  beneath  the  earth.    A  smaller  setup  certainly, but  one  just  as  powerful  being  fed  by  a  node  and  two  or  more  ley lines. 

It was late in that third day, and they’d be starting the search tomorrow.  That night they’d be cleaning their equipment, making the mage building livable, and restocking their stores for the next three days of travel for their mission. 

It  was  a  fishing  village,  right  on  the  shore,  and  one  of  the smaller  towns.    There  were  maybe  fifteen  hundred  people,  so  their expectations were seven, perhaps eight mages to be found at most. 

If  the  numbers  stayed  consistent  at  half  a  percent.    They  may  not, they  could  be  lower,  or  even  higher,  and  he  pushed  those expectations out of his head. 

It  was  obvious  no  mages  had  visited  that  town  in  quite  a while, they also had to pick up some hay and oats for the stables. 

The only remarkable thing was the buildings were in perfect repair, thanks to the permanent spells on the structures.  They just had to clean and dust, and to freshen the bed and bath linens with spells. 

They  were  all  relieved  they’d  be  sleeping  in  warm  beds  that  night, 

instead  of  on  the  ground  inside  the  dubious  shelter  and  warmth  of thin fabric tents. 

It  was  quite  late,  by  the  time  they  got  the  place  clean  and stocked up for even a two-day visit.  They wound up going over to the inn and tavern, to eat a dinner they didn’t have to prepare, before they sought their beds for the night. 

It was also a reminder of sorts, the fearful reaction that the act of simply eating in the tavern had garnered from the villagers.  Not that he needed one growing up in a small town himself.  In the city where the mage towers and the arena were, and mages roamed the streets shopping, having a night out drinking or taking in a show, the people were accustomed to mages.  Sure, there were a number who feared the mages, some even hated or reviled them out of that fear. 

But  most  treated  them  normally,  without  fear,  and  some  few  were even admiring. 

In  the  villages,  there  was  more  fear  of  mages,  out  of ignorance and fear of the unknown, simple lack of exposure, but that didn’t  make  it  any  less  true.    He  hoped  that  didn’t  cause  any problems.    Besides  that,  there  were  also  a  lot  less  options  in  a village.  It was entirely possible if the tailor turned out to be a mage, and they went with them, the village wouldn’t  have  a tailor anymore. 

Not an insurmountable problem, but it’d be more complicated than  it  had  been  in  the  city,  and  he  feared  people  would  be  more inclined  to  have  their  magic  access  removed  and  stay  where  they were.  He’d  have probably taken that choice, to stay with Celane, if Neal  had  been  clearer  about  his  options  before  they’d  left.    He’d been too intimidated and had actually feared death if he resisted, out of  that  ignorance  and  fear,  but  in  hindsight,  given  Lia  and  his  new enriched life, he had absolutely no complaints. 

The warmth and comfort of a real bed, and the feeling of his soft supple wife against him, let him find sleep rather quickly despite those  concerns.    Especially  after  they’d  taken  full  advantage  of  the privacy of their own room.  He had no doubt the more experienced mages were well aware of the score that way, and they’d deal with it tactfully. 

The small coastal village of Ocean’s Reach obviously got a lot more rain than the capital did.  The rain and relatively cold air made it  a  comparatively  miserable  morning.    Of  course,  their  robes  were waterproof, but his hair was soaking wet and he felt like a drowned rat by midmorning. 

On  the  good  side,  he  figured  they  didn’t  look  very intimidating.  Not all that many people passed by the mage building toward the edge of town in those first few hours, and when the sun finally made an appearance that late morning, they all cast spells to improve their appearance, and get dry and warm. 

He noted cynically, that’s when people started to come by in droves, and figured they were just used to the weather and knew to wait  for  it  to  blow  past.    He  wondered  if  the  whole  town  had  been laughing at them, sitting out in the rain like they’d been.  It put a wry smile on his face.  Controlling the weather took a lot of magic, and outside  war  wasn’t  worth  it,  but  they  could’ve  magicked  up  an awning at least. 

He’d also been right, most of the people looked either scared, or  angry,  no  doubt  the  second  one  from  being  scared,  when  they walked up to the mage building, paused, then walked away without a word. 

The first time a mage showed up in a group, the young lady screamed in fright when she started to glow with a brown aura.  That wasn’t a good sign, and he decided he should change what he did when he found someone.  It wasn’t like in the city, in the vast central square  where  many  people  passed  through  almost  constantly moving  between  districts.    These  people  wouldn’t  miss  it  or  get confused who he pointed at, if he simply called them out with words and a pointed hand. 

Sweet  and  quiet  Amanda  gave  him  a  glare,  and  she  got  up and  headed  over  to  calm  down  her  new  earth  mage,  while  he removed his magic from the illusion spell. 

It  wasn’t  even  five  minutes  later,  when  a  young  woman walked up with a baby in a chest harness.  She was maybe two or three years older than he and Lia.  She had light brown hair, hazel eyes,  and  frankly  looked  exhausted.    Both  her  and  the  baby,  were rune mages.  It was more than hope that his theory that most of the

rune mages fled the city was right, it was the first shred of proof that he was. 

Their tower would never be stuffed with mages like the others, not  for  centuries  if  all  went  well,  but  in  that  moment  they’d  at  least broken into double digits.  It was something he could definitely take pride in.  Sure, his new spells were starting a war, but they were also doing a lot of good.  He still doubted they’d find one or two in  every village, but even if they did in only a third of the villages, they’d have close to twenty rune mages. 

He  got  her  attention  and  waved  her  over  with  a  tentative smile. 

“This one’s ours, love.  Both of them.” 

Lia  looked  startled  for  a  second,  then  smiled  brightly  as  she got up and greeted the woman. 

“I’m Lia.  You are?” 

She said, “Carla.  This is Toby.” 

Lia said, “He’s cute.” 

Carla  blushed,  and  said  thanks.    It  was  obvious  she  was shocked, but she didn’t seem all that afraid.  There was even a bit of relief in her eyes, if he wasn’t reading her wrong. 

Lia asked, “The father?” 

Carla bit her lip, “A bad storm, last year.  His fishing boat was lost.  I’ve done the best I can for Tobi, and the village helps, but…” 

Well, crap.  That explained the relief where most showed fear, the  woman  was  probably  struggling  to  take  care  of  herself  and  a baby. 

Lia  sobered,  “You’re  one  of  us  now,  and  we’ll  take  care  of you.  You’ll also  earn  it, but we’re happy to welcome this little guy as well.” 

Carla shook her head, “What will I do?” 

Lia replied, “For your first year, your job is to learn, and you’ll be  staying  in  the  tower.    The  laws  have  changed  recently,  for education, learning to control your magic, and food and shelter, you’ll pay  that  back  in  service  for  ten  years.    Then  you’ll  have  other choices.    There  are  other  choices  now  as  well,  and  that’ll  all  be explained to you back at the tower before you give any oaths.  Our tower is smaller than the rest, so we tend to be close, like a family.” 

Lia tilted her head, “You’ll go to the tower tomorrow evening, before we leave for the next village.  In the meantime, we can gather your stuff and get you set up in the mage building?” 

Carla  nodded,  still  obviously  a  little  poleaxed,  but  there  was hope in her eyes. 

Lia turned her head and winked at Olin, then led Carla away to gather her stuff, clothes, and other things she’d want to take with her to the tower.  If he knew Lia, she’d talk the woman into shopping for any lacks Lia discovered that way. 

Michael said, “Cerise, go with them.  We need Olin here, so you’re her temporary buddy until they get back.” 

Cerise hopped up and followed quickly in their wake. 

Caley asked, “The baby too?” 

He nodded, “We have eleven rune mages now.  Including the baby and Tina’s son.” 

He couldn’t help the bitterly sad thought in his head and heart, that’d  it  be  twelve  if  Cassandra  were  still  alive.    Even  after  six months, the rare sharp pain was felt at times for that loss.  He knew she’d  have  been  thrilled  with  what  they  were  doing,  and  at  finding more of them. 

The day went by slowly, and by his reckoning it wouldn’t take nearly the two full days to see everyone in and around the village. 

Still,  they’d  stick  to  the  schedule,  and  probably  just  take  it  easy tomorrow, before seeing the group of new mages off and starting off to the next village the following morning. 

The rest of the day passed in a similar manner, and it  did  bear out the predictive numbers from the city.  There were a total of eight mages found in Ocean’s Reach, including the rune mage baby and a fire mage toddler, whose father was a fire mage.  The last four were earth, two water, and a death mage.  No life or air mages in that first town. 

It  was  probably  too  soon  to  be  sure,  but  he  believed  the towers  would  have  the  over  nine  hundred  mages  he’d  predicted before the mission was all said and done.  He also had hope that the rune mages would reach at least the twenty mage mark.  New blood, larger  families,  the  rune  mages  could  grow  larger  over  a  couple  of generations, perhaps closer to what the life and death mages had. 

At the same time, he knew there’d be losses in missions, and wars.  It would temper that growth to an extent. 

The  next  day,  they  mostly  relaxed.    A  few  straggler  farmers came the second day, but none of them were mages.  That night, the portal opened right on schedule.  The new apprentices were clearly nervous,  but  once  through  the  team  packed  and  got  ready  for  the road the following morning, before finding sleep. 

A  month  and  a  half  passed  as  they  took  care  of  the  nine villages  to  the  west  and  north  of  the  capital.    Half  the  mission  had been completed, and the numbers continued to bear out.  Each one taking five days, three to travel to, and two to search for mages.  The hardest one for him of course, was when they went to Bayside and he ran into his own adoptive family. 

He  had  Lia  of  course,  and  more  than  that,  he  was  deeply  in love with his powerful rune mage, far more so than he’d ever been with  Celane.    But…  that  didn’t  stop  the  wistful  and  even  jealous reaction when he saw Celane with child, and on the arm of another man.  He also felt guilty, at the relief he felt that she wasn’t a mage. 

It was also a good thing, as it was closure for his past.  Everything had happened so quickly, and he really didn’t get a chance to bid his old  way  of  life  goodbye,  but  that  visit  gave  him  that  opportunity. 

Bayside was a small village, his future was bigger than that, and he’d make a good one with Lia at his side. 

He was still proud of his past, and what he accomplished as an apprentice and then journeyman blacksmith, but it wasn’t the life for him.  He finally found peace in that loss of his past life, not just accepting it, but believing that everything that happened was for the best. 

They’d  found  ninety-three  mages  in  total,  which  was  about what they’d expected to find.  To his slight disappointment, only three more rune mages, but that was still far from bad news, and put their total  at  fourteen.    If  that  continued,  they  wouldn’t  reach  twenty,  but they’d be damned close.  Nineteen, if they found another five in the second half of their mission. 

They  hadn’t  been  attacked  yet,  as  they’d  feared,  but  they were  moving  toward  the  eastern  border  which  raised  the  risk  that

way. 

Outside of their mission, the war continued, and it was more savage  than  usual.    Vemor  was  attacking  almost  continuously through the five passes, though there was some hope there’d be a ceasefire for a month or two when the snow came.  Winter was upon them, ready or not.  So far, all the passes were holding out, but not without a cost in blood. 

Fortunately, being the defenders, and the passes having very good  fortifications  not  to  mention  walled  villages  behind  those fortifications, the losses taken were close to a ten to one ratio.  The loss of a mage was rather rare, it was mostly the non-mage soldiers that paid the brunt of the blood price, but it also wasn’t unheard of. 

The  only  good  news  was  there  was  no  war  with  Dreston, and  he  didn’t  think  there  would  be.    He  didn’t  know  all  that  many details, but he knew the king of Dreston had sent one of his sons for treaty negotiations, who was at the moment staying at the palace in Highspire.    There  were  a  lot  of  rumors,  from  simple  treaty  talks,  to rumors that Dreston wanted to merge kingdoms through marriage, to rumors that the prince was here to spy before a war started. 

He suspected it was most likely the first one that was right, or at least, closest to right.  They’d find out eventually. 

Lastly, and more personally, he had continued his fast-magical growth,  and  there  was  no  sign  of  it  stopping  anytime  soon.    He’d already exceeded the power of most mages, and now found himself in that class of his own that way.  More powerful than even the upper average of most other mages, except for the rare few mages like Lia who were gifted with a much larger potential at birth.  He was in the middle of that extreme and the upper end of average for the majority. 

He wasn’t exactly cocky about it, but he knew he could power one of those teleport spells now, and he could cast  many  war spells before tiring out.  That, plus the advantage of being able to cast the spells of all six spheres, made him someone to be reckoned with. 

He’d also be giving some old masters quite a surprise, in his next competition. 

He  wondered  if  that  would  be  the  last  surprise  of  being  a mystic.  Given he was just nineteen, he kind of doubted it.  He had an innate understanding of rune spells, and that had been more than

enough for him, and while not starting out any more powerful it was now  clear  rune  mages  became  quite  powerful  as  they  didn’t  stop growing quickly in power after a year, like the other mages. 

In fact, if the fast growth continued for another year, he  would be closing in on the same levels of power the exceptional mages like Lia  had.    If  it  continued  another  two  years,  he  would  dwarf  even those  like  Lia  in  power.    In  truth,  he   hoped   that  latter  extreme wouldn’t be the case, he didn’t want people to fear him.  He tried not to think of it, either no one knew or if someone did, like the council for instance, they weren’t talking.  Time would tell, and he hated to waste  his  brain  power  on  useless  speculation,  even  if  he  couldn’t help  it  at  times.    He  worried.    Whatever  the  truth,  the  mystics’

reputation  as  powerful  spellcasters  clearly  wasn’t  just  about  the breakthroughs  they’d  made  in  finding  the  source  of  magic,  and  in creating those powerful rune spell rooms. 

No, they were extremely powerful in their own right. 

It also wouldn’t be long, before he found out there was indeed more  to  know  about  mystics,  but  less  about  their  powers  or  any additional advantage as a mystic, than the simple and quite shocking facts of their origin. 

Chapter Eight

He was tired, they all were really, when they arrived at Magewood right off the eastern border of Dreston.  There were nine villages to the west and north, and nine to the south and east.  Five along the southern border at the passes, and four along the border to Dreston. 

The border to Dreston was a half mile wide river that cut through the continent.  The four villages built at the natural fords.  It was a much more  porous  border,  given  a  boat  people  could  cross  almost anywhere, so it was a blessing that Dreston wasn’t truly expansionist like the empire. 

Michael didn’t even need to give orders, it was their tenth time arriving  at  a  mage  building,  and  they  all  started  to  work  on  making the place livable, each of them had adopted chores over that time.  It wasn’t long until the place was cleaned up, they had enough food for a  few  days,  and  their  pack  supplies  were  replenished.    They  even picked  the  same  rooms,  since  one  mage  building  was  much  like another, all of them obviously built with magic with similar spells. 

He’d gotten used to riding all day, or at least his body had, but it was still an exhausting proposition, and he’d never enjoy sleeping on the ground.  After a quick meal, they turned in.  Despite it being the tenth village, he was excited about finding more mages, and as usual no matter how tired he and Lia were after being in the saddle for  several  days,  they  took  shameless  advantage  of  the  relative privacy a stone building and the private room afforded them, before passing out for the night. 

His  magic  surged,  and  his  shields  were  powered  by  the violent intentions ward.  He was confused for a second, as he woke up,  and  his  subconscious  mostly  took  care  of  the  channeling  that

was  required,  as  his  senses  were  enhanced  a  mere  split  second after his shields went up. 

Sharper  eyesight  allowed  him  to  see  the  approaching silhouette  of  a  large  man  holding  a  wickedly  curved  dagger  in  the pitch dark of the room.  There was only a tiny bit of starlight available through  the  cracks  in  the  window  shutters,  but  it  was  more  than enough for his enhanced vision. 

He went to power a rune to disarm and capture the man, but the  man  let  out  a  startled  oath  as  he  was  lifted  up  and  slammed none too gently into the wall behind him.  Of course, his Lia had the same spells, and she’d just woken up. 

Lia grumbled, “Couldn’t let me sleep?” 

The  man  squeaked,  as  his  body  flipped,  and  his  face  was pushed  into  the  wall.    Then  Lia  got  up  and  started  to  get  dressed, and he chuckled at her solution for privacy and maintaining modesty. 

It wasn’t long before the whole house was awake, and in the kitchen.    The  man  was  bound,  and  he  sat  at  the  kitchen  table  with little  ability  to  move  except  to  breathe  and  speak.    He  was  also spelled  with  a  truth  spell,  and  he’d  be  forced  to  answer  honestly. 

Clearly, it was an assassination attempt, a very poor and foolish one, but they needed to know details. 

There were also two night-guards in the room, soldiers under the local baron that dealt with law breakers and the like. 

Michael asked, “Who are you?” 

The assassin answered, “Cedrick.” 

Michael followed up, “Who are you working for, and what was your mission.” 

Cedrick answered in clipped tones, the spell would make him answer  and  tell  the  truth,  but  it  was  up  to  them  to  ask  the  right questions  to  ferret  out  all  the  details.    In  that  way,  the  questioned could misdirect with their answers, or at least try to. 

“I am a spy for Vemor, here to pass information on the enemy, and any interactions between Reton and Dreston.” 

Michael  sighed,  “What  was  your  mission  in  being  in  this house?” 

Cedrick glared, “To kill the mystic.” 

Michael asked, “You expected to succeed?” 

Cedrick shook his head, “I expected to die.” 

Michael  asked,  “Why  so  long?  We’ve  been  riding  around  for six weeks without a threat to his life.” 

Cedrick shrugged, “Logistics, and priorities.  Our spy network is limited to the nine villages on the borders, and the crown city.  We are  also  not  mages.    Jumping  on  a  horse  and  riding  away  would have  ruined  our  cover  and  current  placements,  not  to  mention  be seen as suspicious.  Normal people don’t track down mages and ask all  sorts  of  questions  about  them.    It  was  easier  to  wait  until  you came to one of us.” 

Michael asked, “What happens next?” 

Cedrick replied, “I don’t know.” 

Michael  rolled  his  eyes,  “What  do  you   suspect   will  happen next?” 

Cedrick  said,  “A  mage  team  will  be  dispatched  to  end  the threat  of  a  mystic  supporting  your  kingdom.    It  was  hoped  one wouldn’t have to be risked, since any mage would detect them if they had detection spells active.  I’m far more expendable.” 

Michael asked, “Who are the other spies in your network?” 

Cedrick smirked, “I don’t know.” 

Michael  frowned,  “Do  you  suspect  any?    How  is  information passed?” 

Cedrick  shook  his  head,  “Information  is  passed  by  blind drops.  I only suspect it must be a travelling merchant of some kind that gathers from the drop locations and passes it on to my people, but I couldn’t say what kind of merchant.  That’s just a guess, what I suspect.” 

It  was  inconvenient,  but  it  made  sense.    The  enemy  would know  a  spy  couldn’t  hold  their  tongue  if  caught,  and  they’d  set  up their network so it all couldn’t be taken down by one captive. 

Michael  nodded,  “You  will  be  given  to  the  guard,  they  will question you further.” 

He knew with dates of drops, and other such details, it may be possible  to  narrow  down  the  merchant  involved.    He  was  sure  the guards kept notes of such people, when they visited, and all of that. 

It wouldn’t be easy to figure it out, but it also wasn’t their problem. 

Michael nodded to the guards, who took the man away. 

Carolynn asked, “You alright?” 

He nodded, “He tripped our wards, we weren’t in any danger.” 

It was a bit of a shock though, after six weeks the danger of being  assassinated  had  felt  like  a  remote  possibility.    It  was  clear their plan to go west and north just worked even better than they’d expected, if not quite for the reasons they’d done it.  They’d have to start  watching  their  backs  even  more  assiduously,  especially  if  a mage or mages came hunting. 

Still,  outside  of  a  whole  lot  of  mages,  there  wasn’t  much  Lia and he couldn’t handle as a team.  He was more than a match for any typical mage, or even a few, and Lia was far more powerful still. 

He might approach her power, he wasn’t sure yet, but he knew she had his back. 

As long as they didn’t foolishly let down their guard, or make a stupid mistake, they should win out. 

Admittedly, it was a bit disturbing to be targeted like that, but he  wasn’t  going  to  whine  about  it  either.    He’d  long  come  to  terms with the idea that his new life and responsibilities were dangerous. 

Kaitlyn  said,  “Let’s  try  to  get  some  sleep,  tomorrow  will  be  a long day.” 

They  all  broke  up,  and  he  was  a  bit  heartened  to  see  the worried glances his way from the team, even Cerise looked worried about his safety.  He had no doubts they’d have his back. 

He stared at the family in disbelief and shock.  Of course, he was also surprised it hadn’t happened or come up sooner, but at half a  percent  of  the  population  he  supposed  it  wasn’t  that  surprising  it wasn’t  common.    He  was  staring  at  fire  mage  man,  and  a  water mage woman, both in their mid-twenties, who had been married and had a child together.  Of course, they didn’t know they were mages, much less of different disciplines. 

 That   was  shocking  enough,  after  learning  and  living  with  all the  taboos  against  it  through  tradition  and  custom.    Towers  did   not mix. 

But… that was the smaller shock.  The bigger shock was the young boy looking up at them curiously.  He wasn’t water or fire, he was a rune mage. 

Suddenly, he was pissed, they’d been lied to.  He wasn’t even sure  how  to  handle  it,  and  his  accusing  glare  found  its  way  to Kaitlyn.    She  wasn’t  on  the  council  anymore,  but  surely  she   knew.  

She  was  also  quite  perceptive,  read  his  alarm,  surprise,  and  anger quite  accurately,  as  if  expecting  this  might  come  up  at  some  point, and  when  she  looked  at  the  family  in  question,  the  blood  drained from her face at his harsh nod. 

In  fact,  he  started  to  suspect  this  very  situation  was  why Kaitlyn had been added to this mission in the first place.  Someone in  the  know  would  have  to  come  along  to  deal  with  the  possibility, and  of  course  none  of  the  council  could  go,  so  an  ex-councilor knowing all the secrets had to be the one. 

He  waved  the  family  over,  not  even  sure  where  to  start. 

Where  would  they  live?    They  surely  couldn’t  separate  a  couple hand-fasted before the gods.  It would also reveal the lies of the guild council, that boy’s very existence.  He’d been told children of mixed disciplines had no access to their magic, clearly a lie. 

He cleared his throat, “Umm, Cerise, the gentleman is yours. 

His wife is Karina’s, and the boy is Lia’s.” 

All their eyes went wide, and then  everyone  looked at Kaitlyn for an explanation. 

Kaitlyn sighed, “The council was afraid this might come up.” 

The  poor  family  looked  confused,  and  a  little  frightened,  at their reactions. 

Kaitlyn  smiled,  “You’ve  done  nothing  wrong,  and  are  indeed welcome among us.” 

He said, “Explain, please.” 

Kaitlyn sighed, “It’s one of our most closely guarded secrets. 

You  also  haven’t  been  lied  to,  not  exactly.    After  all,  the  boy   can’t cast fire or water spells directly, not without the assistance of a rune. 

His magic is of both, yet neither, and at the same time, greater than the sum of their parts.” 

His eyes narrowed, “That’s a stretch.” 

Kaitlyn held up a hand, “I’ve been authorized to share with the group if it came up.  It will be generally known in short order anyway. 

There will be… consequences, however.  Not to us, but to the world. 

We  kept  it  a  secret,  and  kept  the  towers  separate,  for  a  good

reason.    We  also  won’t  be  lessening  those  rules  or  customs  which keep  the  towers  separate  and  from  forming  intimate  connections. 

With you here, and Lia sure to bear you mystics, the point is almost moot anyway.” 

He said, “Alright, let’s hear those good reasons.” 

Kaitlyn replied, “First, let’s get a little privacy.  Let’s finish out the  day  and  discuss  it  over  dinner.    Right  now,  we  need  to  stop scaring this family and start welcoming them.” 

He smirked, “Who’s welcoming them?” 

Kaitlyn glared, “Lia.  They will live in the rune tower, and the parents will leave to attend classes in their discipline tower.  Per the council,  the  possibility  was  discussed  when  approving  your  spells. 

Now  you  know  why  it  took  so  long  for  them  to  be  approved,  they knew this was a possibility in random chance.” 

He frowned, but he didn’t argue.  Perhaps she was right, he didn’t think arguing about secrets and dangerous knowledge on the street was a good idea.  After all, it was unlikely Cedrick was the only spy in the town, and commoners gossiped a lot besides. 

Lia  took  them  in  hand,  and  Karina  and  Cerise  went  along. 

They hadn’t violated the rule of not being alone the whole first half of their mission, and they weren’t going to start then, not with the risks escalating as they had last night.  It also made sense for it to be the water and fire mages joining her. 

The rest of the day passed if possible, even more slowly than usual,  as  his  mind  wouldn’t  stop  speculating  on  why  the  council would  do  what  they’d  done.    What  was  so  bad  about  different disciplines  falling  in  love  and  having  rune  mage  children,  and  as  a result  the  rune  tower  wouldn’t  have  been  so  anemic  in  mage numbers the last few centuries. 

Chapter Nine

Dinner was a quiet tense affair, but Kaitlyn had once again put them all  off  and  insisted  they  don’t  talk  business  until  the  eating  was finished.    Still,  it  wasn’t  too  much  longer,  and  he  knew  he  was already  pushing  the  boundaries  of  disrespect.    She  was  a  master mage, an ex-council member, and he knew if he pushed it too far her husband would rightly come to her defense as well. 

So he let it go, he could wait a little longer. 

Soon enough, dinner was finished, and Kaitlyn got started. 

Kaitlyn said, “To start with, we have to go back to nearly the beginning.  Magic in the beginning was a crude thing, a thing slowly developed  and  grown  into  our  species.    There   were  no  spells,  just will and crude spell formations.  Fire mages could set things on fire, life  mages  could  encourage  healing  and  eliminate  diseases,  the simplest things we’re capable of, but a lot less refined and powerful than  even  the  simplest  spells  we  teach.    Spells  give  that  power  a framework, and they make it much more effective. 

“The mage disciplines were also separate, we belonged to six separate tribes that migrated and moved with our herds.  There were no cities, and wars and raiding were common across the continent. 

We don’t know how that happened, why they were all separate, the mage disciplines in different tribes, perhaps the gods?  I can’t say. 

“What I can say is advancements were made.  Temporary tent cities built as we moved closer to civilization.  Power mattered even more  back  then,  the  strongest  mage  ruled  the  tribes  back  then  by right of power, and the weaker mages were a higher class than the rest. 

“Anyway, civilization, permanent cities, farming, all of that was developed, and the tribes had moments of peace, and even started to  mix  bloodlines.    It  wasn’t  long  before  two  mages  of  different

disciplines fell in love, and they bore children with magic that couldn’t access it.” 

“Except for runes.” 

She smirked, “Did you forget already?  Back then, there  were no spells.  Much less runes.” 

He frowned, “Sorry.” 

She  nodded,  “Anyway,  there  were  various  reactions  to  this. 

Many  parents  simply  loved  their  children,  though  they  were disappointed they couldn’t use their power.  Some however, believed it was a sign of disfavor from the gods.  Still more believed the magic just fought within the powerless ones, and couldn’t be accessed, but not  because  the  gods  were  angry.    That  was  the  beginning  of  the split, where the different kingdoms were formed. 

“The  ones  that  believed  it  was  a  sign  of  disfavor,  and  that everyone else was foolish, became the Vemor empire.  I don’t know how  many  of  you  know  this,  but  they  too  keep  their  disciplines separate, and have done so for even longer than we have, they’ve done so since the founding of their civilization. 

“Keep  in  mind,  these  are  broad  strokes,  over  tens  of generations.  It was in truth not quite so ordered and simple.” 

She paused for a minute, then said, “We continued to mix the disciplines, it didn’t happen as often as you’d think, but it did happen, and  the  children  born  of  such  unions  were  cherished  and  loved, though  they  seemed  no  better  than  non-mages  they  were  still  our children.” 

Kaitlyn tilted her head, “Have any of you ever wondered why mystics have only ever existed in Reton?” 

His eyes widened. 

Kaitlyn  smirked,  “The  mixing  of  blood.    A  rune  mage  is  the result  of  two  disparate  disciplines.    A  rune   mystic  however,  is  the result of a child with all six disciplines mixed in their blood.  It took tens  of  generations  before  the  first  one  appeared.    The  child  of  a water  and  air  couple  might  marry  the  child  of  an  earth  and  death couple.  The unions were rare, it took a long time to get the mix right by random chance. 

“Regardless,  that’s  the  true  reason  cross  breeding  between disciplines has been disallowed, we didn’t want more mystics out of

fear, and  prudence.  We still worry about it, but the truth of the matter is Olin is a good man of character, and we can’t punish him for what his distant descendent might do one day.  One thing we’re sure of, is one  day  a  rune  mystic  that  is  corrupt  and  power  hungry  will  once more walk the earth, but that’s a worry for another day. 

“Back to the history lesson.  So, the first mystic was born, and thus was born the era of spells. The rune mystic not only had all six magics  in  their  blood,  but  they  seemed  touched  by  the  gods themselves.  It wasn’t long before the children we thought doomed to never access their magic, learned that they could also cast the runes created by the mystic.  The mystics were powerful, and it was a time of  wonders,  until  one  of  them  went  bad.    You  know  the  rest  of  the story, pretty much.” 

He frowned, “Wait, what about the other mystics?” 

Kaitlyn’s  mouth  quirked,  “There   were   no  other  mystics.    I suppose that is a lie the council tells, or at least one we allow to exist in  the  history  books.    It  further  muddies  the  waters,  and  there  are other good reasons to perpetuate the lie.  Let me ask you, have you ever  considered  how  an  air  mage  might  cast  one  of  your  new spells?  The mystics were  all  rune mages, and they gave us all the libraries, and all the spells.” 

His mouth dropped open. 

Kaitlyn  smirked,  “Don’t  look  so  surprised.    You  know  the language  of  magic,  what  each  line  in  a  rune  means,  and  you  also know what an air mage, or fire mage, is casting if you’re in range. 

How do you think you know that?  A fire mage’s spell is merely the vocal and semantic equivalent of a rune.” 

It also explained a lot, why the council chamber was in their corridor, why  everything  in the mage towers and arena complex was labeled with runes. 

He  sighed,  “Okay,  my  mind’s  a  little  overwhelmed,  why  did you keep it a secret?” 

Kaitlyn sighed, “Vemor, for one.  They were dead-set against ever crossbreeding, and still are.  The last thing we ever wanted was for them to have a rune mystic.  Even the rune mystics perpetuated the lie in their day so they wouldn’t figure out the truth.  If they ever

find  out  the  truth,  don’t  think  they  won’t  start  a  breeding  program before the sun sets on that day.” 

Oh. 

“That’s  what  you  meant  by  the  worldwide  consequences. 

They’ll figure it out, when they find out a fire and water mage bore a rune mage.” 

Kaitlyn nodded, “At the very least, they’ll figure out the truth of the supposedly powerless children of the past.  We don’t think they’ll figure out the origin of mystics, however.  All of you are under council edict not to ever speak the truth about mystics and their origins.  It’s bad enough the rest of the towers will know the truth of how to breed rune mages.” 

He shook his head, “But they  have  rune mages.  The enemy I mean.” 

Kaitlyn  nodded,  “Defectors,  or  captives  they  force  bred  in captivity,  then  raised  as  their  own.  Long  ago,  they’ve  had  a  rune tower  for  centuries.  They  don’t  crossbreed  at  all,  much  like  we moved to if for a different reason, in fear of more mystics.  Of course, those defectors and captives didn’t know the truth of the rune mages origins, so neither did the enemy learn of it.” 

Oh, right.  Duh.  In his defense, it was a lot of information at once. 

“So, despite the risk…” 

Kaitlyn  waved  a  hand,  “You  already  know.    You  will  be watched closely for the rest of your life, and so will all your children. 

You  can  be  a  huge  boon  to  us,  but  a  mystic  gone  bad  would  be  a nightmare.  Yet, none of us wish to punish a good man out of fear, I quite respect you actually.” 

He nodded, “Do you want me to try to translate the runes into spells?” 

It  was  something  he  never  tried,  turned  out  he  did  have another ability after all, as well as being surprised with the true origin of mystics. 

Kaitlyn shook her head, “Not yet.  Maybe not ever.  If we start expanding our other libraries again, under the noses of their spies, it might be too obvious of a clue to the truth.” 

He cleared his throat, “Any idea how much longer I’ll grow in magic at a fast rate?” 

Kaitlyn grinned, “Maybe.” 

He snorted. 

Kaitlyn  said,  “Four  more  months,  according  to  history  as  the council understands it.  A mystic’s initial magical growth spurt is half again  as  long  as  a  normal  mage,  eighteen  months  in  total.    We estimate you’ll be in a class by yourself, from the majority, by quite a large margin, but you’ll be just as far away from being as powerful as Lia and the handful of others like her in the other towers.” 

Kaitlyn tilted her head, at the look on his face, “You’re actually relieved, that speaks well of you.” 

“Why wasn’t I told?  I’ve been wondering the last two months.” 

Kaitlyn countered, “Did you ask?” 

He opened his mouth, and no sound came out, which made her giggle. 

“Fine, I’m asking now, and other unknown abilities?” 

Kaitlyn  shook  her  head,  “Stronger,  makes  their  own  spell runes and can translate them for the other disciplines.  Understands magic intrinsically, and you can feel it even without detect spells just not as well.  That’s about it, and that is more than enough.  That, and the origin of mystics, the council doesn’t know any more than you do about mystics at this point, but we’re pretty sure that’s the full extent of  their  abilities  and  power,  it’s  all  well  documented  in  the  guild master library.” 

Of  course,  that  didn’t  mean  there  weren’t  other  secrets  he didn’t  know,  just  not  about  his  powers  or  origin.    Obviously,  the  ley lines and nodes, along with the secret behind permanent spells was something only he and the council knew about, and neither Kaitlyn or him were going to bring it up there. 

Still,  that  other  secret  explained  quite  thoroughly  how alarming  it  would  be  for  the  enemy  to  have  a  mystic.    It  was  bad enough  they  knew  about  the  nodes,  and  wanted  to  control  what mages,  and  what  mage  families,  were  allowed  to  reach  their  full potential.  With mystics they’d be able to harness that magic directly as Reton had, not a good thing to contemplate. 

Lia asked, “So what  can  we  talk  about?    Obviously,  the  new family arriving will throw the towers on their ears.” 

Kaitlyn  said,  “Just  the  origin  of  the  rune  mages.    Anything that’s talked about will become common knowledge eventually, and we can’t let Vemor find out the origin of mystics, if we can help it.” 

Lia sighed, “That won’t explain why the towers are kept apart, rune mages aren’t all that scary, without the mystic part, keeping us apart won’t really make sense in that light.” 

Kaitlyn  grinned,  “You’re  right,  of  course.    Not  all  customs make  sense.    I’d  also  argue,  our  new  family  will  be  welcomed  but also  stand  apart.    They’ll  be  learning  with  the  fire  and  water  tower, but  they  won’t  be  a  part  of  those  towers,  not  as  intimately  as  the other fire and water mages. Instead, they’ll be in the rune guild family with their son.  Most people will speculate that’s why it’s forbidden, or at least taboo by custom.  It creates walls, and it sets families apart as  they’re  pulled  in  two  different  directions.    There  will  be  a  strain there,  and  it  will  make  it  harder  for  them  to  fit  in,  despite  our intentions and hopes for them.  If a fire and air mage did get married, and have children, which tower would they live in?  Our new family will be a perfect example of the downside of such a relationship, and it’ll answer their questions by implication to their satisfaction.” 

Lia bit her lip, then nodded, “I can buy that.” 

Cerise said, “Why did you tell us the truth?  I mean, why not just half the story that the rest of the towers will get.  I appreciate the trust, but…” 

Kaitlyn  said,  “Honestly?    You  may  be  sorry  you  asked. 

Because  while  you’d  have  been  satisfied  with  a  limited  answer, because  your  towers  are  strong  with  a  high  population,  Olin  never would’ve bought that explanation as the full answer.  His concern lies toward  his  own  tower,  and  their  limited  population.    Lia’s  as  well. 

There’s also a point of pride involved, in the acceptance of half the story.    Rune  mages  are  very  useful  and  versatile,  and  the inconvenience  of  mixed  couples  and  where  they’d  live  just  isn’t enough to weaken ourselves that way, by limiting those numbers.  At least, that’s how Lia and Olin would’ve seen it. 

“That  wouldn’t  have  occurred  to  any  of  you,  because  we  all see our elements as the best, but it would’ve been an obvious flaw in

logic to them. 

“I  could  have pulled them aside, and left the rest of you out, but  then  you’d  have  known  there  was  more  about  it  than  just  the limited information I gave you all.  That would’ve led to speculation and  rumors  back  home,  and  we  don’t  need  anyone  digging  for  the truth when Vemor is watching us all so closely.  We decided to trust you  instead,  if  it  came  up,  the  kingdom’s  security  is  on  your shoulders, keep the secrets you know.” 

Cerise smirked, “Won’t the rune mages at home show similar doubt, for the same reason?” 

She  smiled,  “They  would,  except  Talia  will  accept  it,  or  be seen  as  accepting  it.    They’ll  follow  her  lead,  and  if  it  doesn’t  feel quite right to them, well humans do illogical shit all the time.  Talia’s not   here   however,  so  Olin  and  Lia  would  have  followed  their  own instincts.” 

Amanda giggled, probably at the surprising profanity. 

“Clear as mud,” he said. 

She laughed, “Politics is often murky.  I can only say we have good reason, and that we have the security of our kingdom in mind for all the secrets we keep.  It’s not that we don’t trust all of you, or fear betrayal, it’s to keep it out of the hands of our enemies.  There is after all, some risk in telling you.” 

“What risk?” Gabrielle asked. 

Karina answered that one, “The council are the only ones who know  it  all  because  they  never  go  on  missions,  or  even  leave  the towers over much.  Any one of us could be captured and questioned with truth spell, by an enemy mage, during any one of our missions. 

If  that  mage  asks  the  wrong  questions,  or  the  right  ones  from  their point of view…” she trailed off. 

Amanda looked at Kaitlyn pointedly, as if to ask her, then why the  hell  are  you  on  a  mission,  miss  ex-tower-mistress  with  all  their secrets. 

Kaitlyn  smirked,  “I  volunteered,  and  I  have  the  means  to  kill myself even if restrained, should I be captured and questioned about sensitive subjects.  Someone in the know had to be on this mission, and I was the only one that was in the know and not on the council. 

In truth, I’ve been enjoying myself, I’ve missed missions, and wasn’t all that well suited for the council anyway.” 

“Means?” 

Kaitlyn sighed, “It’s not exactly a security level secret, but we don’t  talk  about  it  until  a  mage  has  been  welcomed  to  the  master levels.    We  don’t  want  our  young  mages  killing  themselves  on accident, experimenting.” 

He smirked in a leap of understanding, “You already told us.” 

Kaitlyn glared at him, as if to say, they hadn’t figured that out. 

Cerise  looked  confused,  and  her  eyes  went  distant  as  she reviewed  the  conversation,  then  her  eyes  widened,  “Power  without spells, with only pure thought and focus, like our ancestors who had no  spells  at  all.    A  restrained  mage  would  be  able  to  cast  the  raw power of their magic in simple and violent ways.” 

Kaitlyn sighed, “Please don’t experiment, it’s very dangerous even when knowing how to do it, the focus needed is very intense, much  more  intense  than  when  casting  spells.    The  techniques  are taught  once  you  become  a  master.    A  master  mage  may  escape  a trap,  even  being  fully  constrained  so  they  can’t  move  their  arms, hands,  or  even  talk.    Worst  case,  they  can  use  their  power  to  kill themselves,  should  their  life  be  judged  worth  keeping  that information from the enemy.” 

“That wouldn’t work for us though, no rune, no magic effect.” 

Kaitlyn  sighed,  “That’s  not  exactly  true.    A   bad   rune,  one without meaning, can kill a rune mage easily.  The crinkle of skin at your  eyes,  your  fingerprints,  or  some  other  crease  of  skin  on  your body would likely kill you if you tried to power it as a spell.  You can also  simply  channel  your  magic   incorrectly.  Let  it  flood  your  body, instead of constraining it to your channels.  You could even guide it straight to a critical organ.  We can all do that, but the other way is less  painful,  and  much  shorter.    A  single  blast  of  air  would  end  my life painlessly, if used in the right way.” 

He  sighed,  “That’s  so  obvious,  I  can’t  believe  I  missed  it. 

Especially  since  I  already  almost  killed  myself  in  that  way,  on accident  the  day  I  found  out  I  was  a  mage.    And,  it   was   painful, extremely so.” 

Kaitlyn laughed, “I’m glad you’ve never considered it, or how to  end  your  own  life.    It  is  the  very  darkest  side  of  our  service,  the ultimate  sacrifice  to  keep  our  kingdom  and  families  safe,  and  not something  that  even  comes  up  all  that  often.    But…  it’s  happened, some of us do get captured by the enemy, and it will happen again. 

It’s a small and acceptable risk in my eyes.  I think enough secrets have gotten out tonight, I’m taking my husband to bed.  Good night.” 

Kaitlyn and Michael stood up and left the room. 

They were silent for a while, then by mutual silent agreement, they  moved  the  conversation  to  day  to  day  subjects  and  banter. 

Though, he saw the curiosity in their eyes, they all wanted to know what he thought about what they’d learned.  He could hardly credit the idea his family line had all six spheres of mages in it, but he had no  doubt  Kaitlyn  hadn’t  lied  to  them.    She  may  have  held  back additional secrets, but she hadn’t lied. 

He  was  also  very  relieved  to  learn  his  growth  would  slow down  in  four  months.    He  wouldn’t  say  he  wasn’t  glad  at  how powerful he’d be, very few mages, or even two mages, would be a match for him, and considering the greater danger to his life in this world  that  seemed  like  a  good  thing.    Not  only  would  he  be  more powerful,  but  as  a  rune  mage  he  could  tailor  both  his  offense  and defense to give him an even greater edge against the strengths and weaknesses of his enemies. 

On  the  other  hand,  he  saw  it  as  a  good  thing  he  wouldn’t dwarf Lia’s power in this lifetime, that the incredibly powerful Lia and others  like  her  could  bring  him  to  heel  if  he  ever  went  bad,  and  let ambition get the worst of him. 

He was strong enough, any more than that and people would have more reason to fear him and what he was. 

While  they  talked,  he  also  tried  to  translate  the  runes  into spells the others could cast.  It was as simple and easy as it was for him to create or even read a rune.  It was a part of his abilities, the mystical ones even he didn’t understand, as if he’d just forgotten the words  and  movements  to  duplicate  the  effect  of  a  rune  spell,  and he’d suddenly remembered it. 

He hadn’t discovered it before, because he’d just never tried before.    He’d  never  imagined  that  rune  mystics  were  the   only

mystics.  There’d  been  no  clue  at  all  that  he  might  have  that  ability, and he’d never tried. 

There  was  one  disappointing  thing  to  not  being  able  to translate his new spells, per the council’s decision.  He and Lia could handle  the  detect  mage  spell  easily  enough,  but  the  teleport  spell he’d  come  up  with  to  save  the  princess  was  a  different  story.    It’d have a lot more facility, and be a lot less draining, if it wasn’t only him and Lia that cast it. 

It wasn’t too much later, when Lia announced she was taking her  husband  to  bed  too,  which  he  was  more  than  willing  to  accept without  argument.    It’d  been  a  long  day,  and  he  had  a  lot  of  new concepts and facts to internalize.  It didn’t feel quite real to him yet, but  at  least  there’d  be  no  more  surprises  when  it  came  to  what  he was.  Sure, the council might not know everything about mystics, but that chance was very slight. 

Still,  he  had  his  priorities  straight,  and  far  more  interesting things  to  do  with  his  wife,  so  that  internalizing  could  start  the  next day…

Chapter Ten

The weather had taken a turn for the worse, and the temperature dipped into freezing the previous night.  He wore thicker clothes that morning  under  his  leathers  and  outer  silver  robes,  but  his  exposed face and hands still felt like they might freeze off.  Winter was finally there to stay, for the next few months at least.  He reminded himself it  could  be  worse,  he  could  be  down  south  in  a  battle,  instead  of being relatively safe on the northeast border. 

Of  course,  it  was  just  a  matter  of  time  until  those  assassins showed up, but it  would  take time before they learned of their agent’s failure and dispatched a team across the border and halfway across Reton.  The last half of their mission would be rather miserable, but in that moment he was more worried about the cold than assassins, and that absurd thought put a grin on his face. 

They  could  use  magic  to  stay  warm,  but  that  just  wasn’t  a good idea, it would drain them to hold a spell like that all day long, which  wasn’t  worth  the  risk.    Indoors  wouldn’t  be  so  bad  that  way, and relatively cheap magic wise in the still air and shelter.  Outside where  the  icy  wind  blew  incessantly,  and  the  air  shifted,  it’d  be  a constant effort. 

It was that little conundrum, and his physical discomfort, that finally made him see an obvious truth.  His ambition truly wasn’t tied into  power,  but  he  was   cold  which  led  his  mind  in  new  paths .  He realized  those  rooms  below  the  mage  buildings,  and  crystals  with spells  linking  them  for  power  was  for   permanent   spells  that  would run  without  a  mystic  there  casting  them.    But,  while  he  was physically inside a village over a node, or even on a road that road above  a  ley  line,  what  was  stopping  him  from  tapping  a  ley  line  or node  for  power  temporarily,  using  a  spell  as  an  active  temporary power connection? 

Nothing.  Nothing at all was the answer to that question.  That sent a shiver down his spine, so much for not being more powerful than  just  about  everyone  else.    Of  course,  that  was  contingent  on having a ley line or node almost directly beneath his feet, he’d still be just above average standing anywhere else on this large world. 

Not  that  it  would  be  easy,  a  little  preparation  and  creativity would be required, but it didn’t take him long to figure out a way to power a heating spell that’d keep the whole damn village warm, all day long, without draining him in the least. 

Of course, reality set in, if he did that the council would have issue  with  it.    It  would  probably  even  alarm  them.    He  also  didn’t think they’d approve of him creating such a spell.  If he could use it to tap power, it’d only be a matter of time before other rune mages learned  it,  then  more  time  for  the  enemy  to  gain  the  new  spells through theft and chicanery. 

Unless  he  kept  it  to  himself,  and  didn’t  share  it  at  all,  which would  again  alarm  the  council,  and  would  make  him  look  power hungry.    It  would  also  anger  others  and  make  them  jealous,  if  he wouldn’t share such power that would enable him to open portals, or change the weather, at a whim without draining any of his magic. 

It  would  lastly,  at  the  very  least,  expose  the  true  nature  and origin  of  magic  on  the  world  by  inference,  which  was  a  secret  the council wanted kept at all costs. 

No, it was probably better left alone, but it was possible, if he ever had a desperate need that great. 

Which,  unfortunately,  didn’t  include  keeping  his  fingers  and nose warm, so he rubbed his hands together vigorously. 

Lia smirked, “Cold?” 

He lied in a manly fashion, “Nope.  Not at all.” 

She laughed, knowing he was full of it. 

Fortunately,  it  wasn’t  a  full  day  of  sitting  there.    It  was  their second day in the first border town on the northeastern border, and it was early afternoon when the baron’s guards indicated they believed all  the  villagers  had  come  by,  including  the  farmers.    So  they retreated to the warm mage building. 

The rest of the day they just relaxed, and just answered a few questions  their  new  apprentice  mages  had,  though  they’d  be  going

through the portal to their masters in just a few hours.  They’d found twelve new mages in total, the village they were in had a population of  close  to  three  thousand,  so  the  numbers  were  still  pretty  steady that way at half a percent, give or take a few for random chance. 

Life  was  messy,  but  some  things  were  predictable  within  a margin  of  error.    Unrealized  mages  in  the  populace  seemed  to  be one of those things.  He had very little doubt at all that their success would continue at the same levels for the rest of their mission.  It’d been consistent too long to doubt it any longer. 

The  portal  opened  like  usual  later  that  evening,  but  that’s where  the  mission  took  a  sudden  and  unexpected  turn.    After  the apprentices  went  through,  Sam,  Karen,  Master  Mage  Jaren,  their blade master instructor, who he thought never left the towers in who knows  how  long.    Two  other  mages  followed  in  robes  and  swords that marked them as Dreston royal guards, and finally a young man in  his  early  twenties  wearing  a  purple  robe  walked  through,  before the portal winked out. 

The two life mage blade masters of Dreston were rather weak for  mages,  about  the  same  as  one  of  their  apprentices  after  six months.  He’d known about that of course, that their land wasn’t as rich with magic, but it was still startling to see it for the first time.  He supposed  he  wasn’t  all  that  surprised  they  got  guard  duty,  being blade  masters,  and  enhancement  spells  being  so  cheap  magically, they’d probably be the most effective protection of all the disciplines for that reason. 

They all jumped up a second later, and gave a respectful nod of their heads, if not a full bow since they owed him no obeisance, as they realized the young man must be the prince of Dreston.  The two large  mages  with  him  were  both  life  mages,  and  they  looked  very alert as they took in the room of ten mages greeting their prince. 

Sam gave him an amused look, and no doubt wanted to shout surprise, but there was a certain amount of gravity to be held in the presence of royalty, so his friend settled for a mischievous wink.  The only thing he could think of was that the prince had taken advantage of the portal to cut a week off his two-week trip home.  He wondered how the negotiations went, but he didn’t ask. 

Kaitlyn said, “Welcome to Magewood, your highness.” 

The young man waved, “No need for such formality.  I’m sure we’ve all had a long day.” 

Kaitlyn said, “Will you be staying the night?” 

The prince nodded. 

Sam said, “I’ll show you to your room then?” 

The prince nodded, and they moved off, except for Jaren. 

Jaren said, “I have a briefing for you, Olin, and Lia alone.” 

Kaitlyn  raised  an  eyebrow  in  question,  no  doubt  wondering why  a  communication  spell  wouldn’t  have  sufficed,  but  said,  “Very well, we’ll retire to my outer room.” 

The  mage  building  had  a  couple  of  nice  suites  in  it,  and  of course  the  leaders  of  their  group  had  claimed  one  of  them  each time.  The others all gave them curious looks, as they moved out of the  room,  down  the  hallway,  and  into  the  outer  room  of  Kaitlyn’s suite.    There  were  a  few  chairs,  and  a  small  couch.    Him  and  Lia settled onto two of the chairs, and he was curious about where this was going. 

Jaren didn’t mince words, he never did. 

“The prince, Dreston, has agreed to send troops to our border and assist us against Vemor’s invasion.  Things are hard down there right now, there’s been a lot of losses on the troop side, and Vemor has shown no signs of letting up.  It should help. 

“Secondly,  the  prince  and  our  queen  will  be  hand-fasted  as soon as she reaches the age of consent for such things.  It should bring  our  kingdoms  closer  together.    Things  are  changing,  their children  will  rule   both   kingdoms,  making  us  one,  as  soon  as  the current king of Dreston passes which will be, gods willing, in another thirty to forty years when he’s an old man.  Bridges will be built over the next twenty years, as well as making this village the new seat of power and a full city.” 

Kaitlyn said, “I see.  They’re sending troops immediately, what are they getting out of it.” 

Jaren  said,  “That  brings  me  to  my  mission,  or  rather,  Olin’s, and  the  reason  I’m  here  in  person.    Sam  will  be  temporarily  taking Olin’s  and  Lia’s  place  in  the  current  mission  and  leaving  with  your team tomorrow.” 

He  was  curious,  and  perked  up,  wondering  what  was  going on.  Besides the bomb of information Jaren had already dropped that is. 

Jaren said, “They get the two spells Olin made, and one other thing  I  admit  I  don’t  fully  understand,  something  to  do  with  being  a mystic?    I  was  told  Olin  would  be  able  to  find  the  best  places  for Dreston to set up a mage school, so their apprentices grow to their full  potential,  and  have  closer  to  the  power  our  mages  do?    Since their mages will be our mages too.” 

Jaren looked at him curiously, while Olin’s mind raced. 

Elisha had told him Dreston was weaker with magic, and they didn’t have as many ley lines or nodes.  But the truth finally occurred to him, it wasn’t that they had  no  ley lines or nodes, they just had no idea where they were, and had no way to find them, or even had a glimmer  that  they  even   existed.    While  their  kingdom,  Reton,  had been built on that discovery, the eighteen villages and the main city all sitting on nodes.  That was the true reason Dreston’s mages were weaker,  or  perhaps  it’d  be  better  to  say  why  their  mages  were stronger. 

He wondered why Elisha had misled him that way, but pushed it out of his head, he could worry about it later, or even ask her when he got back to Highspire. 

One  of  the  secret  reasons  Vemor  went  after  them  and  not Dreston was they didn’t have nodes.  But he realized that wasn’t true either.    Vemor  knew  they  must  have  nodes,  but  like  the  Dreston mages they had no idea where they were or how to find them.  They were  invading  Reton,  because  Reton  had  all  their  nodes  out  in  the open, below their city and villages. 

He also wondered how the hell he was supposed to find them, but then realized that was stupid.  His ancestor rune mystics had not only found them, but they’d also had to divine their existence in the first  place.    Surely,  he  could  find  them  easily  enough  knowing  they were there, if he bent his mind toward that goal.  It was what being a mystic meant. 

Another  thing  that  was  clear,  was  Jaren  hadn’t  been  briefed on the secret, not if the questioning and curious look on his face was any  indication.    Which  meant  he  wasn’t  supposed  to  mention  it

either, he’d be telling the prince where to set up their mages, but he wouldn’t  be  telling  anyone   why.  It’d  all  be  chalked  up  to  mystical stuff, or something. 

That  seemed  crazy,  and  doomed  to  failure,  trying  to  keep  a secret that big while sharing the advantage without telling them what the advantage truly was?  Maybe the prince did know, had been told, but Jaren hadn’t been?  Either way, it’d be a pain hiding it from his sword teacher and his wife.  He had quite a few words he wished he could express toward the council in that moment. 

He also wondered, if the prince knew he’d be painting a target on  Dreston’s  back.    If  the  locations  became  known,  and  Vemor’s spies  would  find out when they started to build mage academies and their mages grew more powerful, then Vemor might decide they were worth invading after all. 

Of course, he couldn’t ask.  Not only didn’t Jaren know about the  nodes,  he  didn’t  know  in  truth  why  Vemor  was  truly  invading them, because of the nodes.  Too many secrets, and his head was going to explode.  He pushed it all aside, it wasn’t his place to ask those questions either, or to work out all those details. 

He  nodded,  “I’ll  need  to  use  new  spells  to  find  the  best  spot for magical growth in their kingdom.” 

Jaren  smirked,  “They  said  you  might  say  that.    Our  queen took care of that with an order, several on the council aren’t happy, but  apparently  you  have  approval  from  our  highest  authority  to  do whatever is necessary to meet the terms of our new treaty, and the beginning of our merging of kingdoms to stand stronger against the empire to the south.” 

Jaren sighed, “You’re also instructed to merely give them the locations.    Why,  and  how,  are  not  to  be  discussed  under  any circumstances.    Any  proof  will  wait  until  their  next  apprentice  is trained  in  that  location.    The  team  is  the  three  of  us,  although  I’m technically in charge you will be leading us as well as the prince and two guards, to find those places.” 

Kaitlyn said, “Then I get them back?” 

Jaren nodded, and his lips quirked, “The princess suggested the modified gate spell might get the three of us back to the capital, and then they can rejoin the current mission the next time we open a

gate  to  collect  the  new  apprentices.    Sam  has  a  critical  mission  to get back to as well, so they thought it was best that way.  Everything shifted  and  was  reprioritized  for  this  mission,  to  get  the  troop support.” 

He said, “I think I’m powerful enough now that Lia and I could do that together, but we’d be exhausted, and we’d have to leave our horses and most of the camping equipment behind.” 

Unless he cheated, and used node power, but that was just a bad idea. 

Jaren said, “You’ll have a couple of days if not more back at the  tower  to  rest,  and  to  get  replacements  from  stores.    Any  idea how long the mission will take?” 

He shook his head, “I’ll know by morning where we’re going, that should give us an idea of the duration.” 

Jaren grunted, “Good enough, and better than I expected.  I was half afraid we’d be wandering about until you stopped and said here. ” 

He laughed, “I’ll go work on it right now.” 

At Jaren’s and Kaitlyn’s nod, the two of them headed back to their room. 

He  grimaced,  “Watch  if  you  want,  but  please  don’t  ask  me questions.” 

She grinned, “Nervous?” 

“Making my wife angry, or treason, the choice is hard.” 

She giggled, “I’ll be good.” 

He imagined it’d taken the mystics of the past a long time to figure  things  out,  by  trial  and  error,  and  probably  not  a  little  bit  of wandering.    He  had  the  advantage  of  seeing  their  prior  work however, and of knowing the ley lines and nodes existed beneath the planet’s surface. 

Spells  had  limitations  in  distance,  some  more  severe  than others,  and  some  were  exceptions.    But,  the  middle  wall  of  spell runes in the control room utilized the ley line network itself to surpass those  limitations.    It’d  been  the  control  wall  that  monitored  all  the nodes and mage buildings in the entire kingdom, casting the spells into the magical circulation of the planet, and letting those ley lines both support and even help carry the spells past distance limitations. 

So that’s where he started.  He needed those spells to be by the  ley  line,  so  he  pulled  out  two  rods,  then  cast  his  improved inscribing rune which was enhanced by a memory spell.  Essentially, he ended up with a command rod, linked to the spell rod.  It was the way  he’d  thought  of  to  manually  tap  the  power  of  a  ley  line  just earlier  that  day,  the  connections  went  both  ways,  to  transmit command runes or transmit power, in either direction. 

The  second  part  took  longer,  as  he  considered  the  need  to read and scan the ley lines themselves, to tell him where the nodes were  in  the  neighboring  kingdom.    A  simple  detection  spell  would suffice,  one  that  would  be  magnified  and  extended  far  past  normal distance limitations by acting within the magic stream itself.  It was both incredibly simple in concept and complicated in set up.  It took him  a  while  to  figure  out  the  logic  of  it,  as  it  had  to  report  that information back to him through the command rod.  In the end, it was about thirty runes altogether, and it had taken him close to an hour to get set up. 

Lastly, was the spell to get the rod down there, within feet of the ley line itself.  A rather simple earth spell that would be triggered by  the  command  rod,  and  it  would  use  his   personal  magic  through the rods links to power the spell.  Which, by the way, had a distance limit itself, the rods had to be no further than a third of a mile apart. 

Which meant he’d have to be near it to use it, relatively, at least in the same city.  The simple earth spell to make it move through earth was also enhanced by a separate detection spell, so it would settle and stop when it reached a few feet away from the ley line. 

He  placed  the  spell  rod  on  the  ground,  balanced  on  its  end, and activated the spell on the command rod.  The rod sunk into the floor  and  disappeared,  and  Lia  gave  him  a  curious  look  despite herself. 

A quarter mile was a long way to sink down, but the rod was thin  and  relatively  small,  so  it  didn’t  take  as  much  magic  as  he’d expected, though it wasn’t exactly cheap either.  Once it reached the right spot, he activated the main spell on the buried rod through the command rod, which used power connectors that allowed the ley line to power that spell. 

At that point, he could even add spells to the command rod, and  have  the  buried  rod  power  them,  but  that  wasn’t  what  he  was doing, and the temptation was rather easy to push aside.  It was best to  stick  to  what  was  strictly  necessary  for  the  mission.  He  had  no doubt the council would be exhaustively debriefing him on everything he did magically when he got back, so better if he didn’t do anything extra. 

The  complicated  spell,  besides  tracing  the  ley  lines,  splitting off  at  nodes,  and  giving  him  a  good  idea  in  his  head  where  all  the nodes were on the entire continent, never mind just Dreston, Vemor, and home.  The spell also gave him a crude idea of the topography, being  enhanced  by  an  earth  detection  spell.    It  was   very  limited  in range  however,  from  the  ley  lines,  which  meant  he  only  saw  the topography of what lay over the nodes and lines, out about a quarter mile, and none of the topography between them.  Still, it would give them points of reference on the trip. 

It  also  narrowed  down  the  best  spot.    Dreston  had  only  four nodes, four ley lines in parallel, or at least close enough to parallel that  they  never   met   each  other  within  the  kingdom  of  Dreston. 

However, the fifth line crossed all four of those at an angle from their southwest border to the northeast border. 

He  dismissed  the  first  node,  starting  from  the  southwest corner,  it  was  too  close  to  Vemor  to  want  to  have  a  bunch  of vulnerable  apprentices  there.    They  could  lose  a  whole  next generation  of  mages  to  a  lightning  raid  across  the  border.    The second  node  lay  under  a  huge  lake,  so  wasn’t  a  good  spot  either, unless they wanted to live on boats.  He smirked at that. 

The  last  two  were  in  decent  places,  the  surrounding  ground was  relatively  flat  and  would  be  easy  to  develop  into  a  mage complex or even a city.  The last was in the far northeast close to the ocean,  so  he  chose  the  third  which  was  about  two  hundred  miles almost directly east from their current position in Magewood.  It was more central to the kingdom east-west, if a bit further north of center, and  if  his  memory  served  correctly,  it  was  also  within  forty  miles  of their capital, or thereabouts.  That made it the best choice of the four by far. 

The largest problem was there was no direct ley line to follow there.  They’d have to head east, on the main road, while he ran a detection spell.  His personal ley line detection spell would be limited in  distance,  so  the  spell  would  only  be  triggered  each  time  they passed  almost  directly  over  a  ley  line.    When  they  hit  the  third  ley line  running  north-south,  he  could  then  figure  out  if  they  needed  to head  north  or  south  along  it  to  the  node,  by  reusing  his  detection rods  for  a  quick  scan.    He  suspected  it  would  be  north  from  there, just a few miles, but he couldn’t be sure. 

There  were  several  topographical  flat  areas  along  that  third ley  line,  any  of  which  could  be  the  eastern  road  that  led  to  the capital.    The  scans  gave  him  a  decent  picture,  a  good  idea,  but  it was far from detailed or perfect.  Beyond that, he knew two hundred miles east, but the capital wasn’t near any of the ley lines, so for all he knew the ley line was right  after  the capital. 

He issued the recall command, and felt a further drain on his magic as the… commanded rod, daughter rod?  Whatever it should be  called,  it  used  the  earth  spell  to  burrow  its  way  back  up  to  the surface.    That  way  he  could  use  it  again  at  the  third  ley  line  to determine  north  south.    The  rest  of  the  way,  he  could  just  use  his personal  detection  spell  to  follow  along  the  line  until  they  hit  the node.    The  rod  seemed  to  melt  up  through  the  floor,  the  stones looked  untouched  however  as  he  bent  down  and  retrieved  the  rod, and he pocketed both in his robes. 

His  personal  rune  spell  for  detecting  the  ley  line  below  his feet, he put on his left bracer.  It seemed prudent not to have to hold the command rod all day every day during a five-day mission, even the  dullest  spy  might  divine  they  were  important  and  new  spells. 

Point being, when he destroyed the rods, he could also smooth over that rune like it’d never been added to his bracer. 

He imagined he’d destroy both of them, when the mission was complete.    If  the  enemy  managed  to  get  their  hands  on  them,  and they figured out how they worked.  Well, that would be bad. 

Lia raised an eyebrow, “Well?” 

“Four  or  five  days  in  the  saddle,  it’s  relatively  close  to  the capital actually.  We should be back on the find mage mission for the third  eastern  border  town.    The  fourth  and  last  at  the  latest,  before

we head to the five southern border villages under siege.  The good news  is  we  can  take  the  eastern  road  to  the  capital  almost  all  the way there, forging a new trail on the last day might slow us down a little.” 

Maybe,  the  topography  looked  pretty  good  to  him  all  along that ley line, at least in the area of the node.  The lack of a formal road wouldn’t hold them back too much, they’d just have to look out for their horses’ footing, any holes in the ground, and all that. 

Lia  bit  her  lip,  “The  curiosity  is  killing  me,  how  could  you possibly know that?” 

He laughed, “Magic.  I’m all mystical, remember?” 

Actually,  finally  figuring  out  his  true  potential,  kind  of  scared him a bit.  At least the old mystics had been balanced by, and could have  been  kept  in  check  by,  their  fellow  mystics.    Who  would  stop him,  if  he  ever  went  bad?    He  could  put  a  daughter  rod  by  every node,  to  power  any  spell  that  hit  his  whims,  so  much  for  having  to live under the ground, he’d just have to stay within a quarter mile of that  spot  directly  over  the  rod.    He  didn’t  think  he  ever  would,  but what  if  Lia  was  killed,  what  would  that  do  to  him?    He  didn’t  know, and hoped he’d never find out. 

Lia snickered, but then said breathily “You can be, at times.” 

Oh,  right.    Even  he  got  the  fact  that  was  an  invitation  to bedroom  games.    Had  his  casual  display  of  the  impossible  turned her on?  She was so beautiful, she still mesmerized him often, and he imagined she always would.  Time for his stern husbandly duties, and then for some sleep…

Chapter Eleven

Olin felt sorry for his horse.  It was another cold icy day, and he felt ashamed of his internal complaining, as his horse waded across the half  mile  wide  river  ford.    It  was  only  a  few  feet  deep,  but  he imagined the horse’s legs were freezing, while he was kept relatively dry. 

“Five days?” the prince asked. 

He nodded, “If we ride full days, forty miles a day.  It should be very near the capital, but I’m not sure from what direction.” 

The prince asked, “Could it be in the capital?” 

He shook his head, “No, that much I’m sure of.  Besides, if it was, you wouldn’t need me to find it.” 

The prince laughed, “Good point, I guess I’m not thinking so well yet this morning.  I just hope it’s not a farm, there’s a lot of farms around the city for miles around, and I’d hate to force a farmer off his own land, even if I paid them decent coin for it, but I wouldn’t have a choice.” 

Huh, that was something he hadn’t even considered. 

The prince said, “Welcome to Dreston,” as the horses worked their way up the bank of the river and onto dry land. 


He nodded, “thank you.” 

Jaren said, “We need to stay alert.  We believe we’re ahead of the  spies,  and  any  possible  reactions,  by  taking  a  portal  to Magewood and cutting a week off the trip, but there’s a good chance we’ll meet opposition before reaching the capital.” 

The prince sighed, “Yes, I imagine they’ll be very unhappy to learn  we’re  now  allies  and  working  toward  slowly  combining  the kingdoms.  If nothing else, when my troops arrive at your passes in ten days, I expect they’ll figure it out.” 

Jaren laughed, “I’d say so, your highness.  They’d like to end the threat of Olin as well.  Our little group is quite a tempting target, if they can catch up.” 

Yeah,  at  the  moment  he  was  no  more  than  another  rune mage, with no ley lines nearby.  Not that he’d ever be using that in a fight  anyway,  so  he  pushed  it  out  of  his  mind.    It  didn’t  count,  if  he wasn’t able to use it.  Still, he had enough other advantages that way as a rune mage and blade master. 

The prince said, “There’s only one small village between here and the city.” 

He assumed, not counting the fortified fort they were currently riding  by.    Of  course,  he  couldn’t  complain  they  had  protections  on their  border,  since  Magewood  was  quite  fortified  as  well.    He imagined it would become even more so, when it became the seat of power for the combined kingdoms. 

He had a lot of questions about that, but kept his mouth shut. 

He wasn’t that important. 

Jaren  said,  “I  just  happened  to  bring  along  some  practice swords,  don’t  want  you  to  lose  your  edge  and  it’s  been  what,  six weeks since you sparred with someone of my caliber?  We can spar after setting up camp at night.” 

He actually brightened, “That sounds good, Master Jaren.”  It wouldn’t  hurt  to  have  some  practice  the  next  five  days,  and  he probably had lost a little of his edge on the long mission.  It’d also be a good practical lesson.  He’d never fought with partially numb and cold hands before. 

He  felt  the  guards  cast  life  spells  that  warmed  the  mounts’

legs,  and  followed  suit,  not  a  bad  idea  after  they’d  been  in  the freezing water. 

The  horses  went  back  and  forth  between  a  trot  and  a relatively slow canter all day long, to conserve their strength.  They did have two rune and two life mages in the group, to take care of any  issues  that  might  arise  that  way,  but  it  would  be  cruel  to overextend the horses anyway. 

The Dreston side of the river didn’t look all that much different than  their  side.    A  few  forests,  lots  of  flat  arid  land,  and  some  low

rolling hills made up the landscape.  It was a bit bare in winter, but he could imagine what it’d look like come springtime. 

They passed the first ley line rather early in that first day, his detection spell going off as they approached, but he didn’t expect to hit the second until their third day, and the third on their fifth day of the ride. 

He kept alert, as did the others, but they weren’t hit that first day  as  they  stopped  and  made  camp  for  the  night.    Neither  were they hit on the second day. 

The  moment  they’d  been  warily  expecting,  came  midday  on the third day, while they were still several hours ride from that town the  prince  had  told  them  about,  not  to  mention  the  ley  line.    The interesting  thing  was  they  caught  the  enemy  in  the  midst  of  setting up their ambush.  Clearly, they’d expected to have more time to get things  ready  before  the  prince  arrived.    Perhaps  they’d  been dispatched before they’d found out the prince had cut a week off his journey. 

Regardless,  the  life  mage  on  point  rode  back  and  halted them. 

“There’s a couple of ten-man squads ahead, creating a ditch in  the  road,  and  other  obstacles.    There’s  also  five  men  in  mage robes,  but  they  seem  to  be  merely  supervising  the  work  of  the others. They’re either too lazy to assist in creating the traps, or none of  them  are  earth  mages.    I  don’t  think  they  expected  us  quite  so soon, and they’re clearly setting up an ambush.” 

The prince said, “Suggestions?” 

The guard replied, “If we rush them now, we’ll catch them with their pants down so to speak.  The two of us will hit the squads hard, while  enhanced,  at  the  same  time  our  guests  can  attack  the  five mages, and we’ll join them when the soldiers are dead.” 

He  nodded,  that  wouldn’t  take  more  than  a  few  seconds. 

Normal soldiers wouldn’t stand a chance against two life mage blade masters, even weaker ones from Dreston.  He wasn’t exactly thrilled with the starting five to three odds, but given Master Jaren and Lia were  scary  powerful,  and  he  was  a  rune  mage  that  could  take  full

advantage  of  weaknesses  and  strengths,  they  should  be  able  to handle it easily enough. 

Master Jaren suggested a different plan, “Lia, you hit them all with a war spell, which should create confusion.  The four of us will rush  in  behind  it  with  blades,  and  we’ll  take  advantage  of  that confusion.  Chances are, the non-mage soldiers will just die, and the prince’s  guards  can  join  us  immediately  in  dispatching  the  mages. 

It’s clear they aren’t expecting us, and if we’re really lucky the mages aren’t shielded either.” 

It  was  a  simple  plan,  but  in  battles  it  was  the  simple  plans worked the best.  That was probably the most important lesson he’d learned in the competitions.  Elaborate plans  always  fell apart. 

Lia  smirked,  “Assuming  my  spell  doesn’t  just  take  care  of  it, and you boys can just take a break.” 

He snickered, she wasn’t wrong.  He’d lost count of the times she’d taken out five mages or more in the competition, with a single overwhelming  war  spell.    He  wasn’t  close  enough  though,  to  feel how powerful those five mages were, nor even what disciplines they had yet.  For all they knew, all five of them were exceptional master mages of power near to Lia’s, which meant they could all brush off Lia’s spell.  Everything in life was a risk, and even doing everything right  they  could  still  lose.    This  battle  today,  wasn’t  even  a  serious game, it was life and death. 

He  activated  his  own  shields,  manually  triggering  the  ward, and drew his sword. 

The prince said, “I approve.  Get it done.” 

They kicked their horses in the flanks, and they took off at a dead run over the shallow hilltop. 

He felt Lia’s spell being cast, so wasn’t surprised when one of her deadliest war spells was launched over their heads in a mixture of  air,  fire,  and  earth  magic.    The  air  and  fire  magic  created  a firestorm  of  white-hot  swirling  fire  engulfing  the  enemy,  while  the earth  part  of  the  spell  caused  the  very  ground  under  their  feet  to explode. 

He knew he wouldn’t have lived through it, or at least he’d be severely weakened  if  he’d been prepared and shielded. 

The  soldiers  were  no  doubt  dead,  and  he  knew  even  before the  spell  cleared  that  two  of  the  mages  had  survived,  while  he  felt the  three  other’s  magic  get  snuffed  out  along  with  their  lives.    An exceptionally  powerful  water  mage  was  one  of  them,  if  not  at  Lia’s levels of power.  Even a normal water mage had the best chance of surviving such an attack, the perfect shield against fire, and a decent shield against the exploding earth. 

The second mage that survived was an earth mage who  did have  power  not  just  equal  to  Lia’s,  but  beyond  hers  with  several additional years of slow growth added on.  It seemed the enemy had deigned this a high priority mission, and they’d assigned two of their exceptional mages to the act. 

The earth mage was most dangerous, and his shields would be quite effective against their swords.  He activated the fire and air enchantment set up on his sword, which would very much help with that.  Even the powerful had shield weaknesses, except maybe Lia who could cast six different shields and had, just like him. 

The earth mage barked a word and waved his hand, and the ground bucked and exploded beneath their mounts.  He went flying over the horse’s head, but he used his enhanced speed and strength to hit the ground running and lunged at the earth mage.  He felt like he’d just hit a brick wall with a non-magical sword, but the mage still flinched  back  as  the  fire  and  air  explosively  attacked  him  with  the sword strike. 

Jaren’s sword struck the earth mage’s back a second later, as the  older  and  far  more  experienced  blade  master  struck  as  he passed  by.    He  too  added  magic  to  the  strike,  and  earth  magic shields  weren’t  all  that  good  at  protecting  from  pure  magic  attacks, the magic of life and death. 

The  earth  mage  was  extremely  powerful,  but  so  was  Master Jaren, as were all those on the council, Lia, and a few others in the towers.  Point is, Jaren’s life spell was extremely powerful. 

Between  Lia’s  war  spell,  and  his  strike,  the  mage’s  shields were  weakened  enough  that  the  life  spell  broke  through,  and  the earth mage’s heart seized up.  The man was dead before he hit the ground. 

The two life master mage guards hit the water mage a second later,  and  managed  to  wound  the  man,  and  finish  off  the  water mage’s shield which had been hanging by a proverbial thread after Lia’s attack. 

It may have been overkill, but that’s when Lia’s follow up spell struck,  and  spears  of  stone  erupted  out  of  the  ground  and  impaled the water mage from three different directions.  He wouldn’t want to guess  what  killed  the  mage,  the  spears  of  stone  or  the  life  mages’

swords. 

Then there was silence on the battlefield. 

Lia  blushed,  when  the  prince  and  the  two  Dreston  royal guards stared at her in awe.  Without her powerful attack the rest of the brief skirmish wouldn’t have gone nearly so easily for the rest of them, and that war spell  was  one of the most powerful and showy of its  kind.    He  used  a  similar  one  with  air  and  fire  often  in  the competitions,  but  the  one  with  earth  added  in  made  it  extremely costly magic wise. 

He  could  cast  it,  but  only  once,  and  he’d  be  relatively worthless  afterwards,  but  Lia’s  magic  was  still  humming  strongly  to his senses. 

It  was  also  a  huge  win,  he  didn’t  imagine  that  Vemor  had  a whole lot more of the very powerful mages than they did, and they’d just lost two of them. 

“I  may  be  a  mystic,  but  clearly  she’s  the  brawn  in  this relationship.” 

The  prince  chuckled  nervously,  while  Lia  gave  him  an exasperated and slightly flattered look. 

“They  really  wanted  me  dead,  and  our  kingdoms  at  each other’s throats again.” 

His  heart  still  pounded,  as  he  checked  his  horse.    They  all needed  to  be  healed,  three  of  the  five  even  had  broken  legs,  but fortunately  none  of  them  had  died  from  the  tumble  and  a  little  life magic  had  it  sorted  out.    He  had  expected  the  battle  to  go  in  their favor,  much  like  it  had,  but  the  stakes  had  been  higher  than  ever before.    Real  battle  was  terrifying,  but  it  had  galvanized  him,  and hadn’t made him overcautious or brazen.  He’d handled it well, and all that training had paid off. 

He’d  fought  for  real  before  of  course,  but  the  first  time  had been  while  safely  and  deep  beneath  the  surface,  and  from  a remove.  His spells also hadn’t killed, though it’d led to the deaths of more than a few.  This was different, more personal, he’d seen the light  go  out  in  the  man’s  eyes.    The  earth  mage’s  glassy  eyes  had stared  up  at  him  accusingly.    He’d  ended  a  life,  up  close  and personal.  Or at least, had contributed.  Lia looked to be having the same thoughts, when they shared a gaze, she’d killed twenty-three, twenty-four including the water mage that survived her first spell, but not her second. 

He  could  see  where  that  would  intimidate  others,  like  the prince  and  his  guards,  especially  people  who  didn’t  know  her  well like he did. 

A guard said diffidently, “We should move on, your highness. 

Warm rooms and comfortable beds await us.” 

He smiled, at that promised village, the last two nights in cold tents hadn’t exactly been fun. 

The prince nodded, and they moved out at a trot. 

“You okay?” 

Lia  gave  him  a  wan  smile,  “I  will  be,  ask  me  tonight,  in  that warm bed.” 

He nodded, let it drop, and gave her time to work through it. 

Time he needed for himself as well.  He didn’t feel guilt, not exactly, but killing wasn’t easy, even when justified.  He hoped he never liked it,  for  if  he  ever  did  then  he  could  easily  become  a  monster,  and given his foot being in the right spot, over a ley line, he could make her spell look like a spark next to a bonfire. 

They  also  didn’t  let  down  their  guard,  despite  being  pretty sure  the  enemy  couldn’t  get  a  second  team  there  in  time.    In  just three  days  they’d  be  teleporting  home,  and  the  prince  would  be safely back in his very well-defended castle. 

Chapter Twelve

Rather  than  pull  out  the  rods,  and  perhaps  give  the  prince,  his guards,  and  Jaren  any  contextual  clues  that  the  source  of  their power  was  beneath  the  earth,  he  merely  turned  south  off  the  road when he felt the third ley line beneath them, and then started to trace it.  His detection spell would pick out the node, when they reached the crossing ley line. 

That way only Lia would have that clue, that digging into the earth was a part of it. 

The obvious had occurred to him, he’d been overthinking it. 

The crossing ley line went from the southwest corner of Dreston to the northeast.  So, since he  hadn’t  crossed that ley line yet, it  had  to be  south.    If  it’d  been  to  their  north,  he’d  have  passed  over  the crossing ley line before he reached the third north-south ley line.  He felt a little dumb, wasting so much time going over topography in his head, when it was that simple to figure out north or south. 

The only lack of not using the rods, was that he wasn’t entirely sure how far south they had to go off the road, but he knew it was less than a day’s ride at most.  He also took the time to remove the runes  from  those  two  rods,  and  he  had  two  blanks  in  his  pockets again.    If  he  needed  them,  he  could  always  recreate  them  on  the spot in seconds now that he knew how and had memories of them. 

In hindsight, he should’ve done it right away, after using them the first time. 

Now he just needed to remove that one more rune, once he’d found the node and no longer needed the personal ley line detection spell on his bracer. 

The  prince  noted,  “We’re  only  maybe  a  half  day’s  ride  from the city.  Twenty miles, twenty-five at most.” 

He nodded, “I’m not sure how far south we need to go, but we should find the right place long before the end of today.” 

The answer to that question was just under two hours, and it was  still  early  afternoon.    Once  a  road  was  built,  connected  to  the east-west road, he’d say they were only six hours on horseback from the capital city, if the prince had been right in his earlier estimation, anyway.  When he felt the strong node beneath them, and both ley lines,  he  cast  an  earth  spell  which  raised  a  stone  plinth  out  of  the ground. 

He said, “I’ll raise small markers every few hundred yards on the  way  back  to  the  road,  so  your  people  know  where  to  make  a road, and the big one is obviously where to build the mage towers, school, whatever you have planned.” 

A  guard  asked,  “And  our  apprentices  will  reach  their  full potential on this spot?” 

He nodded, “As long as they stay here for their year of initial growth  and  training,  and   they  practice  channeling  as  hard  as  they can for an hour a day.” 

The prince said, “It will be after dark before we get back to the city, but not too much after.  I don’t wish to spend another night on the  ground.    Let’s  head  for  the  city,  where  we  can  part  ways.    We both have a lot of work to do.” 

Jaren said, “I can agree to a warm bed tonight.” 

The prince grinned, and they moved out at a trot. 

He  traced  the  ley  line  back  to  the  road,  and  he  raised  much smaller  marking  stones  for  the  road  builders  to  follow.    Two  hours later they reached the road, he dropped his ley line detection spell, and  removed  it  from  his  bracer.    Maybe  he  was  paranoid,  but  he really didn’t want the enemy to get those spells, and now they never would.  They were only in his mind. 

It’d been five days since they’d left their primary mission. 

If Kaitlyn had kept the schedule, that meant by the time they teleported home, they’d have missed the portal to the second village on the eastern border by mere hours, and could as Jaren said, join them and take back over the mission in the third village, for the last seven villages of the mission, five days after that. 

He  was  pleased  by  that  idea,  he  could  use  five  days  off  to relax  with  his  young  beautiful  wife,  nice,  warm,  and  toasty  in  the tower.    They  hadn’t  had  a  very  long  honeymoon  after  all,  though they’d had three days.  Of course, given the council, he wasn’t going to count on that much free time. 

The ride to the capital took about six hours as expected, and probably  would’ve  been  too  dangerous  if  they  hadn’t  been  able  to provide  some  magical  light.    To  get  home,  even  with  his  new  and stronger power since they’d sent the princess away, they’d have to sit back to back in a triad with their legs pulled to their chests, trying to make the smallest amount of area to teleport as possible. 

After  arriving,  they  gathered  their  personal  stuff,  but  left  the horses, tents, and other larger equipment in the care of the prince’s stables. 

He  and  Lia  powered  the  rune  setup  he’d  inscribed,  and  the three  of  them  disappeared  in  a  flashing  column  of  light,  though  he knew  it  was  really  just  a  disc  that  moved  so  fast  it  looked  like  a column.    It  was  his  first  time  through,  it  was  no  more  disorienting than stepping through a doorway, though the bright light was a little uncomfortable.  Even with his eyes closed he saw light artifacts for a few moments afterwards. 

Maybe he could fix that, if he added another rune or two to the spell. 

He felt completely drained and exhausted as they appeared in the arena, so much so he groaned as he stood up, then blushed at doing so as he helped Lia to her feet. 

Jaren grunted, “What would’ve happened, if say my arm was outside of that moving circle?” 

He  grimaced,  “We’d  be  very  tired  for  nothing.    The  spell would’ve aborted, rather than leave part of your body behind.” 

Jaren nodded, “Better that than losing an arm.” 

He laughed in agreement. 

He  and  Lia  managed  to  make  their  way  to  the  rune  mage tower,  and  up  to  their  room,  before  passing  out  on  the  bed  still clothed. 

He  wasn’t  sure  what  was  more  annoying.    The  daylight through their window, or the loud banging on the door.  He decided it was the latter, he’d have kept sleeping through the former. 

Lia said, “Get that.” 

He laughed, “I see how it is.” 

Lia made a cute sleepy noise, “Good, no argument then,” and was already halfway back asleep as he got up. 

His mind was a little fuzzy, still exhausted, but he was able to focus enough to cast the starburst spell that would clean himself, his robes,  leathers,  and  underclothes,  shave,  as  well  as  set  his  hair  to rights.  It was probably vanity, but no mage went around looking less than immaculately groomed. 

He  opened  the  door,  and  blinked,  his  mind  failing  him  for  a moment.    Light  brown  hair,  hazel  eyes,  a  baby  on  her  hip,  and  a curious but cautious look on her face. 

“Umm, what’s up, Carla?” 

She  said,  “Talia  said  you  two  need  to  come  down  and  have breakfast, the council wants to debrief you on your mission with the Dreston prince right after.” 

Oh.    He  grinned  evilly  as  he  turned,  “Looks  like  you  have  to get up too, love.  Council orders.” 

Lia  gave  him  a  sleepy  glare,  but  she  didn’t  argue  as  she  let out a short huff and got up.  A few seconds later, she was blindingly gorgeous as she too cast her spells to take care of her appearance. 

He asked, “What time is it?” 

Carla  shrugged,  “About  halfway  through  normal  breakfast time.” 

The  four  of  them  made  it  down  the  stairs.    His  sleepy  head noted there were more people than he expected.  There was a new face, a man in his early thirties, perhaps a new arrival from last night, as  Sam,  Kaitlyn,  and  the  others  finished  up  that  second  eastern border village. 

Then  of  course,  there  was  Talia,  Garen,  Lia,  himself,  Tina, Tina’s  husband  and  daughter  who  weren’t  mages,  along  with  her twelve-year-old son that was.  Carla and the baby.  Then the fire and water mage with the rune mage toddler, the rune tower was getting more  and  more  people,  which  he  was  happy  about.    It  also  made

breakfast  a  more  hectic  affair,  with  a  mid-teen,  preteen,  a  toddler, and a baby at the table. 

The  only  ones  not  present,  were  Sam  and  his  parents, Tannen  and  Elissa.    The  former  of  course  had  taken  over  their mission  temporarily,  and  the  latter  were  on  the  southern  border  in command of the mages in one of the five pass villages. 

He felt a surge of pride that he tamped down, it was all thanks to  his  spells,  and  the  council  finally  bending  enough  to  approve them.    The  rune  tower  was  still  pathetically  small  in  comparison  to the others, but at the same time not nearly so anemic anymore.  He suspected there may be even more in the last two eastern villages, and the five southern ones. 

Talia said, “Good morning.  I’d have let you sleep, but the rest of  the  council  insisted.    We’re  all  a  little  nervous  about  this  new treaty, and how it might affect us in the long run.” 

He  thought  about  that  as  he  sat  down  with  a  nod.    He imagined  some  laws  in  both  the  kingdoms  would  change  over  the next twenty years, through compromise, so they were the same and would mesh together when they became one kingdom. 

“Why, what are their laws towards mages?” 

Talia smirked, “You’re even sharp half asleep.  Their laws are closer  to  what  we  used  to  have,  before  Queen  Vida  gave  us  our freedom.  But no, it’s less about the laws than if they’ll combine the towers and move all the mages to Magewood, or whatever they wind up renaming the capital to.  It will change the council dynamics.  We can’t expect to retain every high seat in such an arrangement, which means some of them will lose their place.” 

Oh, he should’ve seen that. 

Lia said, “But a big part of that is power and ability.” 

Talia  shrugged,  “With  what  you  just  accomplished,  their  next generation will be as strong as ours.  Our traditions won’t matter all that  much  either,  if  the  royal  families  come  to  a  compromise  and solve it by handing out orders.  Just because the royal family  hasn’t ever involved themselves in choosing our council, doesn’t mean they can’t.” 

Talia shrugged, “Not your problem.” 

Lia’s face darkened, “Not yet, except when you step down in ten years, it will be.” 

Talia smirked, “That may be one of the reasons I’m not all that worried about it.” 

He snickered, and he got an elbow in the side for his trouble. 

His wife was sleepy and touchy that morning, he decided to give her a little space, or they’d be having a stupid argument. 

He  said,  “The  new  kingdom  will  be  very  large.    Four  weeks from  the  western  ocean  to  the  new  eastern  border,  and  still  two weeks  north  to  south.    Maybe  too  big  to  manage  from  one  central location  very  easily,  or  at  least  inefficient  when  it  comes  to dispatching  mages  on  assignment.    Still,  maybe  you  should  take  a page  from  the  royal  family  and  the  nobility.    Split  it  up  into  two magical  duchies,  a  council  running  each.    Then  make  the  royal family appoint a mage advisor at the new capital, who will technically be in charge of both, like a king or queen.” 

Talia  looked  at  him  in  horror,  “Don’t  let  the  queen  hear  that idea.” 

He laughed, as did most everyone at the table. 

“On  the  other  hand,  our  council  does  hold  a  few  cards  they don’t.  Such as the arena.  Because of the arena and safety spells, Highspire would be the perfect place to train  all  apprentices.  Given that,  after  a  generation  or  two,  there  would  be  no  us  and  them,  it would just be an us.” 

Lia frowned, “That’s a good point.” 

Talia  nodded  thoughtfully,  “That’ll  help  in  the  long  term,  but that  mixing  won’t  start  for  another  twenty  to  thirty  years,  after  the new  council  has  been  decided  and  hammered  out  by  the  royal families.    But  we  got  a  little  off  point,  it’s  not  your  worry,  I  was  just telling  you  why  the  council  demanded  an  immediate  debrief. 

Speaking of which, tuck in, we need to be there in fifteen minutes.” 

To what end?  Were they looking for a viable objection to the merging  of  their  kingdoms,  so  they  could  talk  the  queen  into abandoning  such  a  plan?    Good  luck  with  that.    It  was  a  political marriage, but just based on the prince’s attitude toward the queen by the  comments  he’d  made  on  the  trip,  he  knew  it  was  already  more

than  that  for  them.    They  were  both  young,  and  their  queen  was quite attractive after all. 

A few complications weren’t going to trump emotions, nor the idea  of  being  on  a  united  front  against  the  most  dangerous expansionist  empire  on  their  continent,  perhaps  in  their  world.    He suspected  the  only  way  to  stop  it  from  happening,  would  be  if  the Vemor empire collapsed and went away. 

Yeah, good luck with that. 

Chapter Thirteen

He was a lot more alert with breakfast in him, and being awake for almost  a  half  hour,  as  they  walked  into  the  council  chambers.    He tried to get a measure of the room, and only Talia and Elisha looked relatively relaxed, the other five looked stressed.  He wasn’t going to enjoy this debriefing.  He reminded himself they weren’t mad at him, and  this  wasn’t  about  him  this  time,  it  was  about  their  own  worries tied up in ambition and power. 

Aubrey nodded, “Good morning, both of you take a seat.” 

She paused for a moment, as they sat at the table. 

“Did you have any problems accomplishing the mission?” 

Lia  shook  her  head,  “Olin  led  us  right  to  the  right  place, whatever  that  means.    It  was  about  twenty  miles  southwest  of  the Dreston capital.” 

Aubrey  nodded,  “How  many  new  spells  did  you  create  for this?” 

He  replied,  “Two,  and  both  are  already  removed  from  my equipment, the only record of them is in my mind.” 

Jace asked, “So you were cautious about things?” 

Lia sighed, “Very cautious, I don’t have a damned clue what he did, and I haven’t left his side in six weeks.” 

He  nodded,  and  added,  “I  feared  the  enemy  getting  their hands on those spells, and I was as circumspect as possible given the  mission.    I  marked  the  spot  with  a  plinth,  I  have  no  doubt  the prince already has road builders and masons heading out to start on the building.” 

Serina shook her head, “Let’s hear it in detail then, from when the prince arrived at Magewood.” 

It’d  taken  five  days,  but  there  wasn’t  much  to  go  over.    He explained he created the new spells that night, and knew they had a

five-day trip ahead of them.  They glossed over much of it, but he did go  into  quite  a  bit  of  detail  about  the  failed  enemy  ambush  since they’d caught them mid-preparations. 

Serina, Jace, and Aron looked a bit disturbed, but he wasn’t sure why until they started the questioning. 

Jace asked, “Are you telling me you found the…” he paused and  his  eyes  flickered  at  Lia,  “right  spot,  from  halfway  across  the kingdom?” 

No doubt, he’d been about to say node, and had changed his mind since Lia wasn’t in on the secret. 

He nodded, “Yes.  Though only approximately.  I needed the second spell to pinpoint the best area for growth when we got close.” 

He was actually grateful Lia was present, and they had to play this subtle game when it came to the details of his spell.  In fact, he was unable to really give any details of his spell, or it would reveal the source of magic to Lia.  It made hiding the true extent of just how powerful that spell could make him easy, simply because they never asked  a  question  that  would  reveal  he  was  holding  anything  back about it.  Sure, he had no plans at all to use it, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t  alarm  most  of  the  council  to  learn  the  true  extent  of  his power should he exercise it within the range of a node. 

They thought as long as they kept him out of the underground rooms,  he’d  be  manageable.    That   was   true,  but  only  because  he wasn’t an ambitious and cold heartless asshole. 

Still,  he  was  damned  tired  of  all  the  secrets,  it  was  getting hard  to  keep  track  of  what  people  knew  what,  and  keeping  his tongue guarded all the time. 

It  was  the  debrief  from  hell,  however.    After  giving  them  the details,  they  asked  a  lot  of  questions,  not  just  about  the  mission specifically,  but  his  observations  of  the  prince,  his  guards,  and  just about everything else.  It was exhausting, and he had to admit he’d have been confused by the line of questioning if Talia hadn’t put it in context  during  breakfast.    They  seemed  less  concerned  about  the mission than the prince and the merging of kingdoms. 

It  made  him  a  little  uncomfortable,  making  personal judgements of a man who was royalty, and he let Lia answer most of those. 

Then to add insult to injury, they took away his vacation.  To be fair, no one else got a break during missions either, days off for a mage were between missions.  They’d still be a couple of days to the third eastern border village when they made the exchange. 

Aubrey  said,  “We’ll  open  a  portal  tonight.    We’d  wait  a  few days  normally,  because  of  the  effort  involved,  but  we  really  need Sam back on his primary mission, it’s critical for the war.  You need to  go  to  stores,  get  new  equipment,  and  then  go  to  the  gate  and bring two horses to the arena.  Once that’s done, you can have the rest of the afternoon to relax.  You both did a good job, thank you.” 

Not  for  the  first  time,  he  wondered  exactly  what  Sam’s mission was, but it was clear enough they weren’t going to share that information.    Operational  security.    He’d  find  out  eventually,  but probably not before the current hostilities ended, most likely. 

They  nodded  respectfully  as  they  got  up  and  left  the  room, and they headed straight toward stores. 

“I was looking forward to our bed tonight.” 

She  grinned,  “Me  too,  now  we  get  to  sleep  on  the  side  of  a road instead.” 

He laughed, “Better mood?” 

Lia raised an eyebrow, obviously daring him to continue that line of questioning. 

He winked. 

Lia relented with a sigh, “Yes.  I hate exhausting my magic, I always  feel  sluggish  the  next  morning,  but  I  should  be  back  to normal by the time we hit the road.” 

He nodded, he would too. 

It  didn’t  take  long  to  pick  up  a  tent  and  other  travelling supplies from the towers’ stores.  They packed it all in saddlebags, then  dropped  it  off  at  the  inn  in  the  mock  village.    No  one  would mess with it, and it was as good a place as any to put it since they’d be  putting  the  horses  in  the  mock  stable  behind  the  inn  when  they got back. 

“Lunch?  Then the horses?” he asked, and he took her hand as they left the towers. 

He hated to do it, it slowed down his regeneration a bit and he was still at less than half, but he did cast his two ward spells before

they  left  the  tower.    Doing  any  less  when  leaving  the  safety  of  the mage complex would be foolish.  For all his power, he could still die to a commoner with a knife in surprise, if he wasn’t paying attention. 

Lia  smiled,  “Sounds  good.    Then  we  can  take  a  nap  in  our own bed, before portal time after dinner.” 

He  was  on  board  with  that  plan,  especially  because  he  was pretty sure nap was code for something else entirely in their shared bed.  It’d been almost seven weeks since they’d been hand-fasted, and they were still very much in that honeymoon stage.  He couldn’t get enough of his lovely wife, and the reverse held true as well. 

By then, he was more than used to the hustle and bustle, and constant noise of the city as they headed toward the market district. 

It was hardly a distraction anymore, much less a source of stress for the small village boy he’d been over fourteen months ago. 

Lia said, “It’s funny, I’m glad we’re finding all those people, it’s a very good thing, but I kind of miss the small family atmosphere in the tower.” 

He  nodded,  “No  more  long  afternoons  in  the  common  living area, without even one interruption.” 

Lia  looked  relieved  he  understood,  “Still,  it’ll  be  good  to  see almost  twenty  of  us  in  the  tower,  more  than  that  if  we  include  the non-mage parts of the families we’re finding.” 

He said, “Agreed,” and then changed the subject, “We’ll have to be on our toes the last five villages.” 

Lia smirked, “It won’t be too bad, or too different from the two eastern  villages.    Not  unless  the  fortifications  in  one  of  the  passes falls to the enemy, and the walled village that we're in comes under siege  directly.    We’ll  need  to  be  just  as  alert  for  more  assassins  at the last two eastern villages.  About the only real difference is we’ll see  a  lot  more  soldiers.    When  off  duty  their  barracks  are  in  the village.” 

That was true enough. 

They  stopped  at  a  tavern  for  lunch,  not  all  that  far  from  the gate  and  stables.    He  wound  up  eating  a  wrap  with  venison, vegetables, and rice in it.  Lia had beef stew.  Their conversation was relaxed, and for the rest of their time in the tavern they avoided talk of the mission, wars, or kingdoms joining.  His wife seemed back to

her usual chipper and optimistic self, though with a large dab of the usual mischievous teasing as well.  He loved that about her, and the rest of the world seemed to fade away as he needed all of his wits to keep up with the banter. 

They headed over to the mage stables next, and they picked out two more horses.  All the horses in the stables belonged to the guilds,  and  were  available  to  any  mage,  but  he  preferred  a  sedate horse rather than one he’d have to argue with all the time. 

They  led  them  out  into  the  street,  and  he  snickered  over  a sally Lia had just made, when he felt them.  He didn’t have detects going,  an  active  spell  past  the  two  wards  would’ve  slowed  his regeneration even further, and neither did Lia.  But, he did have that mystic  thing  going,  and  could  pick  up  other  mages  and  feel  magic directly with that talent. 

The laughter cut off abruptly, as he searched the crowd, and Lia picked up on his tension right away and grew more alert. 

“What is it?” 

He said, “Seven mages, all of different disciplines, just walked past the stables heading into the city.  I lost them in the crowd, but isn’t that a septum?  I doubt they were  our  mages.” 

Lia  nodded  in  understanding.    Their  mages  didn’t  cross-associate outside of missions, and outside of  their  current mission it was very rare for all seven towers to contribute to the same mission outside of war.  The only reason it happened for them was because they  were  finding  mages  of  all  disciplines.    Save  on  the  border  of course,  and  in  war,  where  a  thorough  mix  was  called  for,  but  they were far from the border. 

Besides  all  that,  if  they  were  seven  Reton  mages  returning from  a  mission  they’d  have  had  horses,  and  they’d  have  used  the mage stables. 

Lia asked, “You think it’s a septum, one of those specialized and professional assassination teams Jaren told us about?” 

He  nodded,  “Which  means  they’re  either  here  for  me,  or they’re  here  to  assassinate  our  queen.    Or  something  equally  as bad.” 

Lia teased, “Nice priorities, I see you put yourself ahead of the queen.” 

He  laughed  despite  himself,  but  he  didn’t  stop  scanning  the crowd as they walked the horses slowly toward the center of the city, and  the  mage  complex.    If  they  were  here  for  him,  they’d  walked right  past  him  rather  cluelessly.    Of  course,  they  wouldn’t  be expecting him to be loitering at the gate either. 

Lia  added,  “I’ll  message  Talia,  and  she’ll  inform  the  team guarding the queen and the prince.  Most likely they’re here for the queen, we’re not supposed to be in the city right now.” 

That was a good point, the enemy should think they were on the eastern border somewhere, or maybe in Dreston.  They’d only be in  the  city  for  less  than  twenty-four  hours  before  they’d  be  back  on mission,  it  seemed  doubtful  the  enemy  could  know  that  or  respond so quickly. 

He nodded, “Good point.  I think I’ve lost them anyway, and I have no idea what they look like.” 

Lia  sighed,  “We  could  cast  detects,  but  even  at  full  strength I’m not sure how we would do against one of their elite assassination teams,  at  seven  to  two  odds.    Much  less  half  drained,  the  way  we are.” 

He  frowned,  he  hadn’t  even  considered  doing  so,  was  he  a coward?  No, if anything he didn’t want to put Lia in that danger, he’d never shied from danger or fear before.  If they did cast detects, the enemy would feel it if they had detects going.  Which was likely, if he walked into an enemy city he’d be doing so with both eyes open. 

“We  should  anyway,  if  they  aren’t  already  out  of  range.    We can track them until backup arrives.” 

They had to move extremely slowly with horses on the busy streets.    They’d  already  had  to  pause  several  times  before  people shifted to let them by, and the last thing they needed was to spook the horse and get someone in the crowd killed.  Chances were the seven were far ahead of them by then. 

Lia  looked  as  worried  about  him,  as  he  was  for  her,  but  he cast detect magic when he felt her cast the rune herself. 

They  both  snapped  their  heads  to  the  side,  talk  about  bad luck.    The  seven  mages  obviously  didn’t  go  straight  to  their  target, and they were in a house one block over.  Their plan was probably to lay low and wait for the cover of darkness, less chance of a Reton

mage  running  into  them  that  way,  but  all  seven  mages  started  to move quickly as soon as their magic painted them. 

He wasn’t just worried about Lia, but also for all the innocent and  powerless  bystanders.    The  main  street  in  the  market  district was  just  about  the  worst  place  he  could  think  of  for  a  mage  duel. 

There were so many people it’d take minutes to clear the street. 

He tripped his ward manually, half his magic or not, it was still plenty enough to power all his usual shields and enhancements. 

“They’re splitting up,” he said unnecessarily, she could feel it as well as he could. 

The earth, life, and rune mage were headed straight at them, the fire and air mages moved to their left, no doubt to cut down the next  street  and  flank  them,  while  the  water  and  death  mage  would flank  them  to  their  right.    They  might  have  spoiled  their  primary mission,  but  it  was  clear  there  was  about  to  be  a  very  large  death toll. 

The enemy would no doubt try to kill them both, then focus on escaping  the  city  before  other  mages  could  converge  on  their location.    He  also  didn’t  doubt  they’d  lose  any  sleep  over  collateral damage.    He  was  frozen  in  indecision,  not  sure  what  to  do.    They had seconds at most. 

Lia said, “The council itself and several master mages are on their way.” 

She  left  off  the  part  where  they’d  never  be  able  to  arrive  in time, at least not to save them. 

Lia  took  his  horse’s  reigns,  and  then  handed  them  both  to  a startled commoner. 

Lia  said,  “North,”  then  took  off,  he  found  himself  following without  thought.    Of  course,  their  main  advantage  was  their enhanced speed.  The enemy had a life and rune mage as well, but they  couldn’t  go  any  faster  than  the  earth  mage  in  their  midst,  not without splitting up their strength even further. 

His  mind  picked  out  Lia’s  strategy  easily  enough,  she  was turning  their  main  strength  into  a  liability.    Instead  of  being surrounded  by  them  from  three  sides,  with  their  speed,  they’d  be picking off the fire and air mage first, while the other five were out of

range and they were still maneuvering to surround his and Lia’s prior position. 

A  stupid  mistake,  but  they’d  had  no  idea  who  they  were trapping. 

Fire and air, he cast an enhancement spell, braiding his earth shield to further support his water shield.  The best possible defense against  fire  and  air,  as  he  pulled  his  sword.    The  commoners  were practically  stuck  in  amber,  compared  to  how  fast  he  and  Lia  ran through them.  He grimaced when he felt the fire and air mage start casting while they were still halfway down the block. 

Maybe  they  made  an  initial  mistake,  but  they  were  master mages,  and  had  already  adjusted  to  the  new  reality  of  what  they faced.  Though, they still didn’t know if they were life or rune mages. 

Rune  mages  casted  faster,  and  the  enemy  was  casting  a rather complicated joint spell, air supporting fire. 

Lia cast an earth spell rune, which made the earth shake and erupt underneath the pair.  Several non-mages were tossed into the air, and most likely harmed, but a lot less harmed than they would’ve been  by  a  firestorm  turning  everything  in  the  street  to  ashes.    The two  were  unable  to  complete  their  spell,  being  thrown  and  losing their balance, they lost the rhythm of their words and hand gestures. 

He cast a second spell as he closed, a water enchantment on his  sword,  enhanced  by  earth.    There  were  people  lying  on  the ground, people screaming in panic, and running around.  He hated to commit himself to a trajectory, making himself an easy target, but he had no choice as he used his enhanced strength to leap into the air. 

He  flew  over  the  heads  of  the  commoners,  who  were  barring  his way, and straight down on the fire mage. 

The  annoyed  fire  mage  waved  his  hand  and  barked  a  word, while he powered a water spell.  A powerful jet of water that would cut  a  commoner  in  half  left  his  hand  as  an  explosive  plume  of  fire headed his way.  Between his spell, and his strong water shields, his half power status hardly mattered. 

Steam billowed out with a nasty hiss as the two attacks met halfway, hardly any fire remained when it hit his shields, and by then it  was  too  late.    Master  fire  mage  or  not,  fire  shields  were  crap against physical attacks, and his sword led his descent.  The point of

the  blade  slammed  into  the  mage's  body,  and  exited  his  back, bisecting his heart. 

The fire mage’s body also broke his fall quite nicely.  He rolled forward, using that momentum to rip the sword back out and swing it at the air mage mid tumble.  The earth enhancing his water helped the sword penetrate, but it was no more than a light flesh wound and he missed anything critical. 

A blast of air hit his shields, and he winced as his body and shields sent several commoners to the ground. 

He’d  be  worried  about  the  follow  up,  but  Lia  launched  a  fire spell  supported  by  earth  so  powerful  it  cut  through  the  air  mage’s shields like they weren’t there.  The air mage's head went flying off into  the  crowd,  but  the  decapitation  was  seared  closed  as  it happened by the fire magic, so there was no blood at all. 

Both  of  them  were  okay  on  magic,  even  after  taking  down those  two.    He’d  used  mostly  physical  power,  which  was  his advantage, or his main one anyway, and Lia at half power was still about twenty times more powerful than he was at full power. 

The rune, life, and earth mage had started to adjust to his and Lia’s new location, as had the death and water mage, but the latter two were still very far out of position. 

Lia gave him a questioning glance, the commoners were in an all-out  panic,  and  he  feared  there  was  a  greater  chance  of  a trampling  death  than  their  mage  fight  actually  killing  anyone.    Of course, that was probably a vain hope. 

They’d taken down two without more collateral damage than a broken arm or two.  The question was did they retreat, or go forward with the attack and push their luck? 

“East.” 

She  nodded  in  understanding,  and  they  took  off  down  the street.  East of the marketplace was the commoner housing district. 

The  streets  would  be  relatively  empty,  at  least  compared  to  the district they were in at the moment, and they’d be completely cleared very fast with a barked order or two from a mage. 

Both of them would rather see the five enemy mages escape the  city  alive  than  to  cause  the  deaths  of  so  many  commoners  by

pressing  the  fight  in  the  market  district.    They’d  pressed  their  luck already on that score far enough. 

Apparently,  any  worries  about  the  enemy  retreating  and escaping was wishful thinking on their parts.  The rune and life mage chased, as fast as they were moving, while the earth mage fell back and joined the water and death mage to pursue at a slower pace. 

Perhaps  they  thought  if  they  killed  them  fast  enough,  they could still disappear somewhere in the vast city before more mages arrived,  and  still  complete  their  mission.    Or…  maybe  their  mission was  to  kill  him  after  all,  and  they’d  finally  recognized  their  true target.  Either way, it was the same result, they were being hunted, and  it  was  doubtful  their  backup  would  arrive  before  it  was  all  said and done. 

Lia  slowed  as  they  reached  a  relatively  low  populated  area, but he grabbed her hand and kept running. 

Lia asked, “Keep them split?” 

He nodded.  He feared if they stopped at the first opportunity, the rune and life mage would slow down as well, so it was five to two when  they  caught  up.    The  further  they  ran,  the  more  split  up  the enemy’s two groups would become. 

They  ran  three  more  blocks,  then  stopped  and  raced  back toward the enemy.  That way, they could face those two, then worry about the last three before they were in range. 

The  enemy  could’ve  foiled  such  a  simple  plan  by  retreating back to the other three at the same time, once they realized Olin and Lia hadn’t been escaping but just moving the battle, but they didn’t. 

Maybe  they  were  overconfident,  it  was  either  that  or  Lia  and  Olin were  outclassed,  and  the  enemy  mages  were  merely  confident,  so he was hoping for that first one. 

Of  course,  they  both  had  swords,  and  were  no  doubt  both blade masters, when he was just close to being a blade master.  But then, he had Lia. He hoped that wasn’t overconfidence on  his  part, but damned if his wife wasn’t the scariest mage he knew. 

Lia said, “Rune mage is mine.” 

He  swallowed  his  objection,  and  he  didn’t  argue.    The  rune mage would be the most dangerous opponent. 

He cast two spells at once, they had a few seconds for him to channel  a  lot  of  power  into  them.    They  were  advanced  spells,  but not  war  spells,  they  were  simply  enhanced.    His  sword  started  to glow with the power of earth and death, a good combination against a  life  mage.    His  second  spell  was  almost  exactly  the  same,  but instead of an enchantment a spear of stone erupted from the ground behind  the life mage, covered in the shadows of death, and straight toward his back. 

At the same time, he screamed a war cry and lunged forward himself. 

In  short,  the  life  mage  would  be  forced  to  either  parry  his sword,  or  twist  and  cut  down  the  missile  coming  at  his  back.    He couldn’t do both. 

Of course, the life mage chose the third option, whenever you give your enemy two choices, they always choose the third. 

The  life  mage  fell  back  into  a  foot  forward  slide  and  brought his sword around. 

Olin had no choice but to dive to the side to evade both the sword and his own spell which flew over the life mage.  He rolled to his feet to barely intercept a follow up sword strike and a life spell to his shields.  Fortunately, his own shields were diverse, and his death shield handled the strike easily. 

Their blades moved wickedly fast, and his heart hammered so quickly that he felt like it might burst as he fought off the life mage blade  master’s  attacks.    Their  blades  rang  together  in  a  staccato rhythm  that  seemed  to  be  one  long  sound  to  his  ears.    His  enemy was  no  doubt  a  better  swordsman.    Outside  of  feeling  Lia’s  magic, Olin  had  no  idea  how  his  love  was  doing  in  her  fight,  he  couldn’t afford to spend an ounce of focus on anything but staying alive. 

His  enemy’s  sword  snuck  through  his  guard  three  times  in quick  succession,  but  fortunately  his  shields  were  up  to  the  task  of keeping the sword from striking true, though it was rather draining.  If he kept fighting with just swords, he was dead. 

He cast another death spell supported by earth, but instead of getting fancy with stone spears or anything physical, he just blasted his opponent with pure elemental magic.  The earth magic, to break

a life mages shields, and the death magic to suck the life out of his opponent’s body. 

The life mage’s shields held, barely, but it hurt him enough to make  him  flinch,  to  lose  his  focus  on  the  flowing  blades.    Olin’s sword was the next to weave past his opponents, and the life mage gasped  as  several  inches  of  steel,  enchanted  with  death  and  earth magic, entered his chest.  Olin missed the heart, but the magic took care of that small detail, and the man was dead before Olin had even pulled out his sword. 

His  wife  was  dancing  around,  dodging  sword  strokes,  while the  two  of  them  cast  rune  spell  after  rune  spell.    Like  Lia,  the opposing rune mage was shielded against everything, had a shield that  matched  the  shortfalls  and  weakness  of  any  attack.    Lia  was more  powerful,  but  the  rune  mage  was  canny,  older,  and  more experienced.    The  rune  mage  kept  a  step  ahead  of  her  the  whole time, even as she masterfully avoided his sword blows. 

Of  course,  it  was  two  against  one  at  that  point,  and  the assassin  never  saw  the  blade  that  pierced  his  spine  at  the  base  of his  neck.    The  rune  mage  fell  to  the  floor  like  a  puppet  with  his strings cut, and Olin stomped his head to finish the bastard.  He felt distaste at the act, he’d killed three men up close and personal in the last few minutes, but he held absolutely no guilt or regret.  They were the enemy, and they meant harm to those he protected. 

The fight seemed to have lasted a long time, but barely thirty seconds  had  passed  if  the  location  of  the  earth,  death,  and  water mage was any indication. 

Lia noted, “They’re still coming.” 

He laughed, “Pride, I’d have hoofed it by now.” 

He  reconfigured  his  shield  enhancements  for  the  last  three, earth supported by water and life, to counter death, earth, and water. 

Then he laughed when he felt more mages come in range of his detections. 

“Most of the mages might be late, but we have several master life mages inbound.” 

As  soon  as  the  three  enemy  mages  were  in  sight,  Lia launched a fire and earth spell that completely immolated the death mage  in  seconds.    His  own  spell  wasn’t  as  spectacular,  but  he  did

manage to make the earth mage a little hot with a fire and life spell, but the shield held. 

The  two  remaining  mages  counterattacked,  but  he  and  Lia took  the  simple  expedient  action  of  hiding  behind  a  brick  wall  they just  so  happened  to  move  close  to  a  few  seconds  ago.    The  wall exploded  into  gravel,  but  his  shields  took  that  a  lot  better  than  it would’ve  magic.    He  was  running  a  bit  low  after  that  second  fight, and in being half out to start with. 

Lia’s spell had cost her as well. 

Then he cast a spell he’d thought he’d never have reason to cast. 

The  dead  enemy  life  and  rune  mages  jumped  up  off  the ground,  and  they  charged  the  earth  and  water  mage  with  their swords.  It was little more than a distraction, as the water and earth mage took down their zombie opponents with a quick spell, but it’d bought  them  another  magical  exchange  of  not  being  attacked directly, and a few seconds. 

A few seconds was a very long time, for a master life mage. 

He  and  Lia  just  watched,  as  the  last  two  mages  were  cut down mercilessly and quickly by the life mages who took them from behind.    He  was  glad  for  it,  because  he  honestly  wasn’t  sure  who would’ve  come  out  on  top  in  the  end.    Sure,  they’d  killed  five,  but mostly  thanks  to  them  splitting  up,  and  the  hunters  becoming  the hunted. 

He  thought  they  might’ve  won,  but  it  would’ve  been  one  of those  razor  victories  he  was  famous  for  in  the  arena,  and  that  he would never gamble on in real life.  They’d gambled enough already that day. 

“Horses.” 

She nodded, “Then a nap.” 

He brightened, “Sounds good.” 

She giggled, “A real nap.” 

His face fell… but then she winked. 

Chapter Fourteen

The next morning he woke content, warm, and comfortable in his own  bed  with  his  arms  around  his  wife.    He  didn’t  want  to  move. 

After  the  fight  they’d  had  to  suffer  through  another  debrief  before pursuing their own plans.  Four of the council had tried to push the schedule despite all the magic they’d recovered being spent in battle and that they were virtually helpless. 

He grinned at the memory of Talia losing it and reading them the riot act, about how they couldn’t send out exhausted mages.  His mother-in-law really was a lot like his Lia.  It was Aubrey that came up with a solution of sorts.  It’d be three days on the road before they hit  the  next  village,  so  technically  they  weren’t  needed  for  three days.  Not them,  or  any rune mage for that matter. 

Not that they’d get the full three days. 

Point was, last night they’d opened the portal on schedule, to reclaim Sam and Karen for their previous mission, which was quite important and was the four councilors’ main argument to go ahead, and  they’d  sent  through  his  and  Lia’s  new  horses  and  equipment. 

The team of eight mages would lead their horses for the day’s trip. 

When the time came, Michael and Talia would be using the teleport spell to send him and Lia along to rejoin the team and their horses. 

Which would probably be that evening, his magic felt close to fully  recovered  already  after  a  full  night’s  sleep.    They’d  also  slept late, based on the shadows it seemed to be mid-morning. 

Lia yawned and stretched against him, “Good morning.” 

He kissed the top of her head, “It really is.” 

She  giggled,  “We  earned  it,  it’s  back  to  the  cold  after  this though.  Breakfast?” 

He agreed, sure Talia must’ve saved something for when they woke up.  Even if it was just bread, cheese, and fruit. 

They  both  got  up  and  got  dressed  and  ready  with  spells. 

They’d taken a long soak and bath last night, after quite a long and arduous   nap,  so  spells  would  more  than  suffice  that  morning,  and they were hungry. 

The  tower  was  suspiciously  quiet,  until  they  realized  it  was late enough that Talia would be training all the new apprentices, and the fire and air mage couple would be with their peers being taught as well.  He wasn’t sure where the children were, non-magical and mage  alike,  but  he  was  sure  Talia  had  it  all  in  hand  and  he  wasn’t going to worry over it. 

It was kind of nice, it felt like they had privacy in their tower as they dug into breakfast.  Which was a bit more complete than he’d expected,  since  the  eggs  and  bacon  had  been  spelled  to  stay  hot and fresh until disturbed. 

Lia asked, “How are you doing?” 

He replied, “I’m okay.  We’re at war, right?  I don’t like it, but we did what we had to, and I don’t feel guilty.  Just… a little empty about  it,  disturbed,  by  the  act  of  taking  life,  no  matter  the justification.  I also feel proud.  Not in the killing, but in the citizens that we managed to keep safe during the fight.  You?” 

Lia nodded, “The same, though I’d never been so scared.  We were  alone  and  weakened.    If  it  wasn’t  for  those  life  mages…”  she trailed off. 

He  sighed,  “We  would’ve  retreated,  kept  our  distance,  until backup  arrived.    There  were  plenty  of  houses  and  walls  to  hide behind.” 

Lia  smirked,  “I  guess  that’s  true.    We  did  good  too, considering  we  took  down  five  of  one  of  their  legendary  septum teams.” 

He  nodded,  “We  had  surprise,  and  they  were  overconfident splitting up like that.” 

Lia  asked,  “What  could  we  have  done  better?    We  should learn from it, if we can.” 

He said, “We fought well together, and make a great team.  I was just as afraid for you, but we both did it anyway.” 

Lia smirked, “I never said I was scared for you.” 

He snorted, “Like you were afraid for yourself?” 

Lia  blushed,  “Fine.    You  win.    I’m  going  to  research  less spectacular  advanced  magic.    A  war  spell  would’ve  been  far  more effective, but also indiscriminate.  It’s why I had so much trouble with that last mage.” 

He nodded, “He had all the same protections we did, and no weaknesses that way.  It took my sword to finish him.  But I take your meaning,  the  most  powerful  spells  are  hardly  pinpoint  spells.    But then, neither of us had all that much magic to burn by that time in the fight.” 

They  were  both  thoughtful  as  they  finished  breakfast,  they’d handled  the  fight  very  well,  and  he  really  couldn’t  think  of  anything they could’ve done better. 

He added, “Your dodging dance against a blade master was extremely  graceful,  it’s  really  hard  to  believe  you’re  clumsy  with  a weapon.” 

She  blushed,  “Thanks,  but  I  am.    Holding  and  swinging  a sword messes up my balance.  I love you, Olin.” 

He smiled, “I love you too.” 

She asked, “Any ideas on how to stay warmer?  I hate winter.” 

He said, “More clothes.” 

She looked exasperated. 

He grinned, “We could ride the same horse, share body heat.” 

She  giggled,  “Don’t  tempt  me,  husband.    You  do  make  a wonderful foot warmer though.” 

He  said,  “Seriously?    Gloves  for  our  hands,  and  a  scarf  to keep the cold away from our heads might help.” 

He  knew  by  the  look  in  her  eyes  they  were  going  shopping after breakfast. 

It  had  if  anything,  grown  colder.    The  mission  was  important though,  and  the  towers  were  filling  up  with  more  apprentices  than perhaps  they’d  ever  seen  since  the  mystics  ruled  in  Reton. 

Unfortunately,  with  the  war  going  on  there  were  losses  as  well  as finds.    They  still  seemed  on  schedule  to  find  almost  four  hundred new  mages,  between  the  city  and  eighteen  villages,  but  they’d  lost almost fifty mages, and far more non-mage warriors than that, with the fighting going on at all five major passes to the south. 

If they found ten more mages in each of the last two villages, they’d reach that number. 

Even  if  the  war  stopped  that  moment,  they’d  have  eight hundred  fifty  instead  of  the  nine  hundred  he’d  estimated,  from losses.  Still, that was over three hundred more than they’d had two months  ago,  so  it  was  still  a  win  by  a  long  way,  if  only  in  cold numbers. 

He  suspected  the  war  wasn’t  going  as  easily  as  the  council implied, not with several companies of soldiers marching there from Dreston.    They  needed  those  troops,  but  it’d  be  weeks  before  they got there.  It also wasn’t his problem, but he seemed to worry about it  anyway.    He  needed  to  stay  focused  on  replenishing  their numbers, he just hoped the war ended while they still had a positive number from the additions. 

The next three weeks passed quickly, and there wasn’t much of  note  that  happened.    They  finished  four  more  villages  in  those twenty-one  days,  and  they  were  back  on  the  road.    The  two remaining  eastern  villages,  and  two  of  the  southern  villages  were taken care of.  That left three more to go. 

They  were  currently  headed  toward  Stonemount  village,  and Sleekfalls would be the final village. 

The  southern  villages  seemed  to  be  much  like  the  eastern ones, heavily fortified walls, but otherwise much like any other.  The last two villages hadn’t exposed him or their team to war, just as Lia had  intimated.    Sure,  there  were  soldiers  around,  and  a  large recovery area for the wounded, as well as supply dumps for the war, but all the fighting was happening in the passes themselves. 

One  interesting  thing  that  happened  was  they’d  found  three mages  in  the  ranks  of  the  queen’s  army  in  the  last  village.    The general had been loath to give up the men, and it took orders from the  queen  herself  to  get  it  settled,  and  to  waive  the  oaths  the  men gave to serve Reton as soldiers. 

They’d  also  found  three  more  rune  mages  in  the  last  four villages,  but  no  more  mixed  mage  discipline  families.    That  was  a total of fifteen at that point, less than he hoped, but still much better than what they’d had.  Still, they had two more villages to go, and he

hoped to find at least one more among them, if not the four more to reach his initial estimates, that was too much to expect at that point. 

Another thing he’d been pondering lately was the ley lines.  It seemed  far  too  convenient  to  be  coincidence.    The  five  walled southern villages were built right by the passes, which as far as most people  knew  was  the  perfect  excuse  to  put  them  there.    They guarded the passes.  It made total sense to do it that way.  Except, the real reason the villages were there was for the nodes. 

He thought it was a stretch that all five passes just happened to have ley lines running through them, with crossing lines to make a node right beneath them.  That implied the mountains, or something about them, perhaps influenced that flow of magic to go through the passes rather than directly under a mountain.  He had no idea what the cause behind it could be,  why  the ley lines avoided going under mountains, but it was far too coincidental to be otherwise. 

Then  there  were  the  oceans.    His  spell  had  rooted  out  and detected every node and ley line on the continent, but not beyond. 

Did  the  oceans  block  magic  somehow,  or  ley  lines?    Did  every continent have a separate and unique ley line network? 

Point being, there was still much they didn’t understand about magic.    He  even  wondered  if  ley  lines   were   actually    the  source  of magic, as the council had told him, or if they were just the magical rivers  that  flowed  from  a  still  unknown  root  cause  and  source.    A river had a source, lakes, rain down mountains, and the like.  Did the ley  lines  have  a  source,  or  were  they  somehow  generated  by something different?  He’d probably never know. 

The sky was gray and dreary, and they were about a day and a half from the third southern village, when everything changed.  He squinted  his  eyes,  something  didn’t  look  right  ahead,  then  he  went ahead and enhanced his vision with a life spell.  The faraway blurry and tiny image seemed to zoom in and become crystal clear, and his heart felt like it was in a vice. 

“Hold!” 

Everyone  stopped  their  horses,  and  Kaitlyn  gave  him  a  look that said his actions better be for a damned good reason. 

“The  enemy  marches  in  our  direction.    Several  hundred soldiers, and at least thirty mages.” 

Caley narrowed her eyes as she cast the same spell verbally and  semantically,  and  then  gasped  as  she  saw  the  same  thing  he had. 

Kaitlyn  bit  her  lip,  “Stonemount  must’ve  fallen,  and  they’re moving to take the other passes from behind.  We need to fallback to Southpoint, and I’ll warn the guild council.” 

Lia  shook  her  head,  “How  could  they  not  know,  wouldn’t Stonemount’s leading mages have done so already?” 

Kaitlyn  sighed,  “They  should’ve,  yes.    It  seems  unbelievable the enemy took the pass and prevented anyone in Stonemount from reporting.    But  if  they  had  surely  the  council  would’ve  changed  our orders, they know we’re halfway to Stonemount after all, and yet we hadn’t been warned.” 

It  was  also  alarming  because  the  soldiers  marching  from Dreston  wouldn’t  get  there  for  weeks  yet.    All  the  passes  could  fall one  by  one,  now  that  one  had,  before  they  were  strengthened  by their new allies.  They were fortified to keep people out, but not in. 

The fighting would still be fierce, but the defenders wouldn’t have the advantage of fortifications to skew the odds. 

Of  course,  the  soldiers  in  Southpoint  could  strike  them  from behind,  unless  they  took  the  village  first?    It  seemed  unlikely  that would  happen  quickly  or  easily  for  the  enemy,  the  villages  were highly  fortified.    Yet…  something  had  prevented  Stonemount  from reporting,  and  nothing  but  complete  surprise  and  a  very  fast  battle explained that lack. 

“We should warn Sleekfalls as well.” 

Assuming  they  haven’t  fallen  as  well  already,  and  that Stonemount  really  was  the  only  foothold  the  enemy  had  to  launch surprise attacks from behind with. 

Kaitlyn  nodded,  “The  council  will,  but  I’ll  remind  them.    Let’s ride,  before  someone  with  sharp  eyes  on  the  other  side  makes  us out.” 

They turned, and they moved into a canter for the rest of the afternoon.  They outdistanced the enemy troops and mages, most of whom  were  on  foot,  and  Kaitlyn  had  reported  on  the  move.    They hadn’t  heard  back  yet  from  the  council  on  the  status  of  any  of  the situations,  which  was  annoying  but  understandable.    For  the

moment,  their  mission  was  on  hold,  if  not  over.    If  there  were  ten more mages in Stonemount, then they could already be dead. 

He  wasn’t  sure  what  if  anything  he  could  do  about  any  of  it, and  firmly  reminded  himself  it  wasn’t  his  responsibility.    He  was  a new mage, with little to no authority.  Not that the reminder helped, true or not, it also rang hollow.  There was a hell of a lot he could do to  secure  their  kingdom,  if  the  council  allowed  him  to  use  his  full abilities. 

They pushed hard, and they didn’t stop until the sun fully sank behind  the  horizon.    He  figured  they’d  be  back  in  Southpoint  late morning  tomorrow.    He  could  tell  by  the  faces  around  him  that  he wasn’t the only one worried about what was going on. 

Kaitlyn said, “Stonemount has fallen, or at least they haven’t been  able  to  contact  any  of  the  mages  there.    The  council  is gathering  all  their  reserves,  as  well  as  the  army’s,  and  they’ll  try  to retake the pass before even more of the enemy can come through. 

They’ll  also  find  out  what  happened  in  Stonemount  to  prevent  any reports before the end.  Sleekfalls is digging in, but so far they report no enemy contact outside of their current push through the pass.” 

He frowned, if they failed to take back the pass, it could be the beginning  of  the  end.    He  hated  that  pessimistic  thought,  but  truth was truth.  The empire  was  much larger, they had more soldiers and mages, and were a conquering society.  They depended on the pass for  a  bottleneck,  and  the  fortifications  for  ten  to  one  losses,  in  their favor.  Without the passes, fighting on open ground in their kingdom, they’d fall. 

He knew they’d fight, but in the end they’d lose.  The empire had committed a whole lot of their force to the war this time, far more than usual, and short of a revolt forcing them to recall some of those troops they were screwed. 

The  thought  of  it,  and  all  the  death,  angered  him.      He  felt frustrated, and impotent, what was the point in holding him back, and in keeping all those secrets, if their kingdom passed into the annals of history.  Of course, they weren’t sure how bad it was yet, maybe it wasn’t quite as dire as it seemed at the moment. 

“Could the enemy just be blocking the communication spells? 

Maybe the pass fell, but Stonemount is merely under siege.” 

Kaitlyn shook her head, “It would take a lot of mages to shield a whole city, to prevent communication spells.” 

He  argued,  “It  might  be  worth  it  to  them,  to  maintain  the element of surprise.  Even for a short time, a few days, it’d give them the time to solidify their foothold and take a second pass.  If not for us,  the  pass  at  Southpoint  would’ve  been  taken  by  surprise  from behind.    It  also  seems  far  more  likely  of  an  explanation  for  the silence  and  failure  of  a  warning  than  Stonemount  falling  before  the commanders  could  get  off  a  report  and  a  request  for  help,  or  even opening a portal to allow some to escape through in retreat.” 

Kaitlyn  sighed,  “I  hope  that’s  true,  and  it  does  fit  the  facts better even if it’s an unlikely scenario.  It would also make it easier to take the pass back with the reserves, but we can’t count on it.” 

He nodded, it was frustrating, because it would be so easy for him to check.  They might not have been over a node, but they were over  an  east-west  ley  line  that  connected  four  of  the  five  southern nodes.    That  was  more  than  enough  power  for  him  to  discover  the truth.  Yet, it would also reveal the secret to the rest of the team, or at least give them a big clue to work some things out. 

He  could  do  it  anyway,  but  that  was  a  road  he  really  didn’t want to go down.  It would put him at odds with the whole council, he knew it would.  Even Talia wouldn’t give him a pass, if he started to throw around power without their approval. 

Lia must’ve sensed his frustration, because she took his hand and squeezed.  It was a comfort, but a small one.  He couldn’t win the war single handed, but he knew he could be doing a lot more. 

That  translated  into  deaths,  many  deaths  on  their  side  he  could avert, simply for the sake of keeping a damned secret. 

That’d been bothering him for a while, that he could do more. 

But it was even worse now, knowing the war wasn’t going nearly as well  as  the  council  had  been  saying,  and  being  in  the  dark  about certain things drove that internal conflict in the light. 

Of course, the council could be right.  It might not be worth the difference he could make in that moment, if the secrets were lost, it could lead to even more casualties in the long run, if the enemy got their  hands  on  the  same  advantages.    He  didn’t  really  believe  that

though, without a mystic to show them the way, as long as he didn’t lose his spells again that wouldn’t happen. 

He’d  thought  long  and  hard  about  safety  measures,  and  he had  come  up  with  a  few  ideas  to  enhance  the  command  and daughter rod system he’d come up with.  He’d figured out a way to make the power link with just a command rod.  With an earth spell enhanced by detect ley line and a memory spell, he could scribe the daughter runes directly into the bedrock next to the ley line, instead of having a daughter rod.  Earth spells to perform a physical action had a limit of about a third of a mile, which was long enough given the ley lines were a quarter mile or so beneath the earth’s surface. 

The spells would be linked, so even if the enemy found those runes under  the  ground,  which  was  extremely  doubtful,  without  the corresponding  runes  and  link  with  his  rod  they’d  be  meaningless. 

Like a key, without a lock.  He could also set some safeties into the rod itself, so if he died in battle, or if it was stolen from him, it would destroy itself. 

He  couldn’t  be  sure  however,  that  even  those  safety measures  were  absolute,  and  it  was  ultimately  that  doubt,  and  the idea  of  the  council  branding  him  an  outlaw,  that  held  his  hand  that night. 

He also wasn’t sure where his ambition ended, and his need to protect lives that could be saved started.  He may not have been ambitious  for  great  power,  but  there  were  ends  he  could  use  that power  to  accomplish,  which  did  appeal  to  him.    Nothing  outside  of the  war,  or  saving  lives,  had  tempted  his  convictions  to  be  a  team player and obey the council. 

He  truly  didn’t  want  the  responsibility,  and  he  knew  full  well that he  couldn’t  save everyone, even using his power and knowledge to the fullest extent. 

Still,  he’d  break  every  promise  he’d  ever  made  to  save  Lia’s life, did the soldiers and his fellow mages dying deserve any less? 

He  wasn’t  sure  how  to  answer  that  question,  and  he  wasn’t  sure enough about things to go his own way.  Not yet, anyway.  The idea of Vemor having the kind of power he could bring to bear was really terrifying, and he couldn’t be sure that wouldn’t happen if he acted. 

No,  he  was  sure,  with  the  safeties  he’d  thought  up,  but  he also knew he could be wrong, and that he could make a mistake.  He was just human, after all, and a very young mage.  Naïve even, he knew.  He’d had other ideas that he’d dismissed as too risky, such as permanent  spells  in  the  passes  that  would  prevent  the  enemy’s passage.  If the enemy managed to counter it, and get a look at the runes, that would be a bad thing.  No, if he did act, he’d have to do it all personally, and never allow the runes out of his control. 

Lastly, he worried what truly held his hand was Lia, he could lose her if he went around the bend and blazed his own trail without the blessing of the council. 

It  wasn’t  his  responsibility,  not  by  authority,  tradition,  and  by his  rank  and  post  as  an  agent  of  the  queen.    He  was  just  a  new mage  that  needed  to  follow  orders.    But…  wasn’t  there  a  moral responsibility inherent in great power?  He could make a difference, a  big  difference,  didn’t  that  mean  he   should.  Didn’t  that  make  him responsible, authority or not. 

He truly was conflicted. 

Chapter Fifteen

The walls of Southpoint came into view late the next morning, and it wasn’t  more  than  a  few  minutes  after  that  they  got  updated  orders from  the  council.    No  doubt,  and  properly  so,  the  council  had  been far  more  concerned  about  the  beachhead  the  enemy  had established on Reton soil. 

Kaitlyn said, “We have new orders, but before that I have an update on Stonemount.  You were right, Olin.  The reserves gated in two miles north and moved some scouts south to get an idea of what was going on.  The village is currently under siege, and the enemy is using spells to defeat our communications.  That said, the pass has fallen, and is completely in the hands of the enemy.  They seemed to have left just enough troops and mages to keep Stonemount bottled up, no doubt their priority is capturing more passes, and then they’ll focus on taking the villages before moving north.” 

He felt some relief at that.  They were still in a bad place, but they  hadn’t  lost  a  few  thousand  soldiers,  nor  the  commoners  in Stonemount  yet.    Perhaps  not  as  important,  any  unrealized  mages there were probably alive as well.  Not as important in the big picture perhaps,  but  absolutely  vital  to  their  specific  mission,  which   should be his focus, and the only thing he should be worried about. 

Kaitlyn  said,  “They’re  going  to  break  the  siege,  and  with  the help  of  a  sortie  from  the  village,  they’ll  turn  their  attention  to regaining the pass.  Our orders are to wait out the day and see how that battle goes, if it goes well, we’ll finish our mission after the small army  following  us  is  taken  down.    Until  then,  we’re  under  the command of the Southpoint mage commander, and we’ll help in the coming battle.” 

Lia asked, “What do you think they’ll do?” 

Kaitlyn exchanged a look with her husband. 

Michael said, “Their primary objective is the pass.  Most likely they’ll wait for the cover of night, avoid the village entirely, and hit the pass from behind, while their forces in the pass push hard as well.  If I were the enemy, I’d be doing the same exact thing at Sleekfalls, at the  same  time.    Word  would  get  out  at  that  point,  assuming  they didn’t   see  us  yesterday  and  don’t  know  their  surprise  is  already ruined. 

“Regardless, I suspect the commanders will set up a counter ambush.  We’ll sortie from the village and hit them hard from behind. 

Our  forces  in  the  pass  will  also  be  ready,  and  they’ll  have  some fortifications up to face in the other direction, our rear troops will be far more effective knowing the threat is coming.  We’ll grind them up between the two forces like they’d planned to do with us.  If it goes well  in  all  three  passes,  our  counter  ambushes  should  have  our defenses back to what they should be.” 

The  village  wasn’t  all  that  far  from  the  mouth  of  the  pass, maybe  a  few  hundred  yards,  but  he  supposed  at  night  under  the cover  of  darkness  it’d  be  possible  for  a  small  force  to  slip  past unnoticed from their side. 

He smirked, “How likely is that?” 

Michael sighed, “War is random, and the enemy always gets a vote.    I  suspect  even  if  we  are  successful  at  all  three  passes,  and remove the enemy’s foothold entirely, the losses will be significant.” 

He  gave  Kaitlyn  a  significant  look,  but  he  didn’t  dare  risk speaking his thoughts aloud.  Still, she seemed to get the message loud  and  clear,  and  didn’t  look  happy  about  the  message  he  was communicating.  He understood the silent message from her too, he wasn’t to do anything out of the ordinary. 

The  really  ironic  thing  was  she  had  no  idea  just  how  much that  was,  and  she  must’ve  been  thinking  he  wanted  to  use  the underground  rooms  in  the  villages.    He  hadn’t  exactly  shared  his breakthroughs with the council, they feared his power enough. 

Regardless, there was risk, and the price for action could be high, so he’d stay the course and be a good soldier until things got untenable.  If their plans fell apart, he would do what he had to.  He wouldn’t watch the kingdom fall, and all his friends die, so the council could feel they had him in their control. 

He’d  already  told  them  that,  in  no  uncertain  terms,  that emergencies  that  lacked  other  viable  choices  would  cause  him  to act. 

Cerise asked, “Won’t taking back the Stonemount pass today tip off our enemies?” 

Michael  shrugged,  “They  may  hope  their  two  small  armies marching  for  here  and  Sleekfalls  was  missed.    It’s  possible  the commander of Stonemount doesn’t know about them.  We won’t be making any movements to disabuse them of that idea.  Regardless, we  can’t  afford  to  wait  and  make  all  three  efforts  simultaneous counter ambushes, I suspect the enemy won’t attack until tomorrow night, and right now the enemy is marching troops freely through one of the passes, we can’t allow them that much time, or their foothold will  become  too  strong  to  repel.    Even  if  we  lose  our  counter surprise, and have to hunt down those two small armies, it’ll be worth it.” 

The  gates  opened  as  they  approached,  and  he  recognized the mages that had assembled to greet them, though not all of them by  name.    He  recognized  the  commander  of  course,  they  had  just spent two nights in the village. 

Michael asked, “Where do you want us, Beren?” 

Beren was the master life mage in the group, and he was the commander of the mages posted there. 

“Michael,  I’ll  leave  the  ten  of  you  as  a  team,  since  you  all know each other and work well together as a team.  We’ll be hitting the enemy from behind and the left flank, as soon as they start their attack on the pass.  I expect a night attack, but we can’t be sure so be  ready  to  move  in  a  moment’s  notice.    You’ll  be  on  the  left  flank with a few other groups, and a company of soldiers.” 

Michael smirked, probably because he’d successfully divined what tactic Beren would take, not two minutes ago. 

Beren said, “For now, take care of your horses, and get some rest.    Depending  on  how  fast  they’re  moving,  they  may  attack  as soon as twilight tonight.” 

Michael frowned, “That soon?  I estimated they’d hit tomorrow night.” 

Beren  nodded,  “It  can’t  be  easy  to  hold  a  block  on  all communication  spells  out  of  Stonemount.    They’ll  move  as  fast  as they  can  to  end  that  need,  even  to  giving  up  a  night’s  rest  after  a forced  march.    Giving  us  more  time  doesn’t  favor  them,  nor  their already failed hopes of surprise, thanks to you.” 

Michael grunted, “You’re probably right, we’ll be ready.” 

They headed toward the mage building, and they took care of their horses before heading inside.  The heat was a welcome relief, and Lia was being unusually affectionate for a public room, and she was practically pasted against his side on the couch. 

He didn’t mind, he was worried about her too, and he’d take any  excuse  to  hold  her  in  his  arms.    Battle  was  random,  and  large battles even more so, he was just as concerned. 

The  group's  usual  banter  was  absent  for  most  of  the afternoon,  even  Cerise  had  lost  the  acidic  bite  of  her  sharp  tongue for the moment. 

He  nodded  in  greeting,  as  Carolynn  came  over  with  a thoughtful look on her face. 

“You two doing alright?” 

Lia shrugged, “I think so.  First battle.” 

Carolynn  nodded,  “The  first  one  can  be  overwhelming,  and confusing.  It’s not anything like a one on one battle, or even a small skirmish.  Just look to Michael and follow his lead, and we should be okay.” 

Michael heard, and put in, “You two will be on counters, while the  rest  of  the  group  is  on  offense.    Rune  mages  cast  faster,  and have  access  to  all  six  spheres,  so  are  best  suited  for  that  duty. 

Unless  the  battle  progresses  to  melee,  your  jobs  will  be  to  counter any war spells of the enemy.  Don’t worry about the smaller spells so much, trust in our shields to take care of that.” 

It  wasn’t  easy  to  counter  a  spell,  but  it  was  possible.    Much like he’d blasted the enemy’s attack in the city, with an offensive spell of  opposite  spheres  to  cancel  both  out.    The  more  spells  they stopped  that  way,  the  less  chance  one  of  their  allies  on  the  team would be hit by a war spell that had their weakness. 

Michael  added,  “We’ll  have  them  both  surrounded  and outnumbered, we’ll be fine.  I’m more worried about the Stonemount

mission  than  ours,  or  Sleekfalls.    They’ll  have  the  hardest  task,  I imagine we should be hearing about it soon.” 

He nodded.  The battle was probably going on in that moment for the pass.  He was tempted to peek, but he didn’t.  He continued to relax, or try to, being tense would just make him too tired to fight later  on,  when  his  focus  and  concentration  needed  to  be  at  their peak. 

Still,  the  afternoon  passed,  and  dinner  came  around,  and there was still no word on Stonemount.  He didn’t imagine that was good news, at best the battle was still going on, at worst there was no one left to make a report. 

Kaitlyn  sighed  and  looked  distant,  and  she  managed  to  gain everyone’s  instant  and  silent  attention  without  doing  a  thing.    He wasn’t the only one hungry for news of the battle. 

Kaitlyn  said,  “The  good  news  is  the  besieging  enemy  were destroyed to the last man.  The fighting at the mouth of the pass is still going on, and it’s a battle of attrition.  We haven’t taken back the pass  yet,  but  the  enemy  is  bottled  up  inside  it  for  the  moment  and can’t get any new troops through.” 

He grimaced, the losses must be staggering, on both sides. 

Far  more  even,  without  their  side  being  able  to  hide  behind fortifications, and meeting in open battle. 

Kaitlyn said, “The fighting has also tapered off at the first and last pass.  We suspect they’re moving the majority of those troops to the  middle  three  passes,  in  anticipation  of  Southpoint’s  and Sleekfalls’ passes falling.” 

He  hated  himself  for  it,  but  he  had  to  give  their  military  the benefit of the doubt.  They hadn’t lost yet, and the other two passes wouldn’t  fall as the enemy hoped, the odds were very much on their side  for  success  there.    He’d  promised  to  use  his  full  abilities  and resources,  new  spells,  only  if  it  was  the  only  choice  in  a  life  and death  emergency.    He  just  hadn’t  realized  the  price  in  blood  that promise would extract before then. 

Was  a  secret  really  worth  so  many  lives?    Yes,  he  decided, but only if more lives were put on the line in the long run by revealing it.  The secret wasn’t worth losing the kingdom however, better any amount of complications to prevent that, even in the short term.  But

short of that, he had to keep his word.  It was a horrible conclusion, and  felt  wrong,  but  anything  else  was  just  shortsighted.    He  just feared he lacked the wisdom to find that line. 

His  heart  raced  already,  as  they  started  to  prepare,  and  got set  at  the  gates.    Once  the  attack  on  the  pass  started,  the  gates would open and most would run to attack them from behind, and his unit  would  round  to  the  left  to  attack  their  flank.    The  sun  had  set during  dinner,  sunset  was  early  in  wintertime,  so  the  horn  could sound any moment…

Chapter Sixteen

The stars and moons were bright in the clear night sky, over an hour had passed, and the enemy still hadn’t made their move.  Perhaps they were resting from the march, and waiting for the dead of night, or  maybe  something  else.    Regardless,  Beren  waved  them  all  into the troops’ barracks nearby the gate. 

Obviously,  the  enemy  wasn’t  attacking  at  twilight  as  he’d predicted, that time had long passed, and it was too cold out to have them  standing  there  all  night  in  the  bitter  cold.    It’d  make  them  all sluggish. 

Beren  said,  “We  have  eyes  on  the  enemy  just  around  the mountain,  they  haven’t  struck  a  camp  yet,  nor  have  they  moved forward.    I  can’t  imagine  that’s  very  restful,  they’re  waiting  for something and that makes me nervous.” 

Michael  said,  “Perhaps  they’re  waiting  for  their  people  at Sleekfalls to be ready.” 

Beren  grunted,  “Or  for  some  other  part  of  their  plan   here   to get  in  place.    A  counter  counter  surprise,  if  they  know  we’re  here waiting.  Damned spies are like cockroaches.” 

Michael returned, “Or, for the fierce fighting at Stonemount to break one way or the other.  That battle almost has to be near the breaking  point.    They  might  suspect  we  know  they’re  there,  and rather than risk failure in three places, they could portal their groups back  to  Stonemount  and  attack  our  reserves  from  behind  there. 

Better one very solid foothold than three unsure battles.  That’s what I’d do in their place, anyway.” 

Beren sighed, “We could come up with different scenarios all night,  all  we  can  do  is  wait.    We  could  just  attack  them  first,  but they’re concealed right now in a pretty defensible position.” 

Michael grunted, “The portal thing to Stonemount gave me a different  idea.    They  could  make  a  portal  home,  and  then  march  a whole brigade through before attacking.  Perhaps they’re waiting for that to be ready.” 

Beren made a face, “Which means we should attack now, but I won’t be pushed into panicking by what ifs.  We’ll stick to the plan. 

If my scouts see them opening a portal, we’ll go.  It’s less than a mile away, and a portal spell takes a good fifteen minutes to open and the mages  casting  it  will  be  extremely  vulnerable.    That  works  for  the Stonemount or the summon more soldiers from home theories.” 

Michael smirked, “Good plan.” 

He  wondered  if  that’s  all  war  was,  deception,  and  guessing what the enemy would do.  That seemed right to him, no wonder it was  such  a  stupid  and  dangerous  undertaking.    Their  lives  literally depended on the guesses of their commanders, with the assistance of scouts and spies, but still in the end just guesses. 

Lia  tried  to  give  him  a  comforting  smile,  but  it  fell  a  little  flat and didn’t reach her eyes, he winked back anyway. 

The  wait  dragged  on,  and  it  was  at  least  forty-five  minutes later before it broke. 

Michael  said,  “We  attack,  now.    They’re  opening  a  portal. 

Either way we  need  to stop them.  If they’re bringing in more troops, we’ll  be  overwhelmed,  if  they’re  retreating  tactically,  our  friends fighting  hard  for  Stonemount  won’t  have  a  chance  if  we  let  them escape.  Those assigned to the left flank will take the left side of our lines, we can’t flank them where they are.  Move out, now.” 

Michael took the lead, and the barracks emptied in moments, and they moved off at a quick run.  It’d take them at least six minutes to  get  there,  but  that  should  be  plenty  of  time  to  arrive  long  before they’d finished the complicated spell. 

He  was  cold  for  a  few  moments  from  the  stiff  arctic  breeze that seemed to cut to the bone, but his hammering heart and the run warmed  him  quickly  and  got  his  blood  moving.    He  was  a  little nervous, they’d be taking them from a partially fortified position, and alone without the troops in the pass hitting their front line.  Still, more than  a  third  of  those  thirty  enemy  mages  would  be  engaged  in

opening a portal, and they still had greater numbers, which would be their advantage. 

Halfway  there,  he  triggered  his  shields  and  enhancements ward.  He didn’t want to be out of breath, or to run into a trap their scouts might’ve missed before he was protected.  The shields would help with the latter, and the former turned their hard run six-minute mile into a relaxed jog as far as his body was concerned. 

He was tempted to throw a war spell as soon as they got in range, but he held back.  He might need all his magic for counters, and that was his job.  It wasn’t even all that tempting, he didn’t like to kill all that much, he just  would  if it was in protection of his kingdom, and the men and women at his side in battle. 

The enemy was ready for them, whether that was because of a spy in their midst, or just them being prepared and alert in enemy territory he couldn’t say.  He could also tell from the portal spell, and how it felt, that they were calling in reinforcements from home.  It just felt   like  it  would  connect  somewhere  far  to  the  southeast  of  them when it was finished, not west toward Stonemount. 

He’d keep that little tidbit to himself. 

Of course, they were there to stop it from finishing.  Several fire and air, or water and earth, death and earth, life and water, and other  combinations  sent  spells  at  the  enemy,  even  as  ten  of  the seventeen remaining mages on the other side fired spells at them. 

He picked a spell aimed at their end of the line, and he fired off  an  earth  spell  enhanced  by  water  and  life.    It  met  the  fire  and death  spell  and  both  spells  exploded  between  the  two  groups.    He got  what  Carolynn  meant,  it  was  utter  chaos,  even  with  their relatively small numbers, and was impossible to make out what was going on in totality. 

He  just  concentrated  on  stopping  any  spells  headed  toward their  place  along  the  line,  and  he  trusted  in  his  fellow  mages  to handle the rest. 

Still, they  did  outnumber the enemy, and most of their mages were casting portal or casting offensive attacks, that left only seven countering on the other side. 

Spells of fire and earth, air and water, death and fire shot at the  enemy  from  their  side  as  well.    Some  of  them  were  countered, 

but  not  all,  and  the  screams  of  the  enemy  non-mages  filled  the night.    The  first  volley  wasn’t  nearly  enough  to  get  through  the shields of the enemy mages, but the non-mages paid the cost of the mages’ lack, much as the regular non-mages on his side depended on him and Lia to keep the left flank clear of magic. 

Those  men  were  hardly  idle,  as  arrows  and  steel  bolts  filled the night sky and fell upon the enemy. 

Lia said, “Just counter one of the elements, that’ll make their spell fall apart, and it’s cheaper.” 

Oh, now she tells him. 

He  took  out  a  fire  and  air  spell  with  a  blast  of  simple  water, and the air part of the enemy spell just fell apart with half the spell gone.  He should’ve thought of that himself, and it was faster too. 

There were several quick volleys similar to that, and while he and  Lia  managed  to  keep  their  side  of  the  line  clear,  some  of  their soldiers  died  elsewhere  on  the  line,  but  almost  all  of  the  sixty soldiers  on  the  other  side  died  as  about  a  third  of  their  offensive spells made it through each volley. 

Several mages on their side did something similar to what he did to his sword, to enhance the deadliness of the arrows and bolts. 

Several of the arrows that left non-mage bows suddenly glowed with fire and air, or death, or any number of other combinations.  Except maybe earth, the arrows and bolts  were  earth, in a very real way. 

Mage voices cried out on the other side, and the ones casting the gate faltered as three of thirteen casting it fell to the ground with arrows  through  their  bodies  and  magic  finishing  the  job.    They’d been more vulnerable than the rest, pushing most of their magic into the portal spell left very little for their shields. 

They were just the first of the enemy mages to fall, but it also made  the  fight  even  more  fierce  and  dangerous  as  the  gate  spell was  abandoned  and  the  ten  remaining  mages  joined  the  other seventeen in the fight. 

That meant there was an awful lot of magic just sitting there in a tight ball, an incomplete spell that would eventually fade over the next few hours as it fell apart.  It also gave him a wicked idea.  He could  feel  the current progress of the spell, and where it was paused. 

At first, he ignored that idea, and simply fought on the way he was supposed to.  Countering spells, and watching the mages slowly die on the other side.  The problem was, not everyone was as good at  countering  as  a  rune  mage  would  be,  and  a  mystic  was  best  at all.  He knew what the enemy facing their end of the lines was going to cast before he even finished his spells. 

Point being however, two of their mages fell to a nasty attack in  the  middle  of  the  lines,  which  made  him  change  his  mind.    The other  side  was  outnumbered,  but  they  also  had  cover  in  the  rocks and  boulders  of  the  mountain,  forming  crude  but  effective fortifications. 

He  cast  a  life  spell,  and  an  earth  and  death  spell  fell  apart halfway to their lines, but at the same time he cast the inscribe spell enhanced by a memory spell.  For the first time in his life, he formed an  imperfect  spell  rune,  on  purpose.    It  was  the  next  stage  of  the portal spell, cast incorrectly.  As a rune mystic, he was quite aware of what the results of that would be to the spell itself. 

He powered the rune, and he cast it at the portal spell. 

The  portal  spell  destabilized,  rather  quickly,  and  rather alarmingly, in the midst of the enemy mages. 

“Get down!” he screamed with authority. 

He  grabbed  Lia  and  dove  for  the  ground,  covering  her  body with  his,  as  the  spell  didn’t  unravel,  but  exploded,  releasing  all  the magic cataclysmically.  The devastation was like a war spell, times a hundred,  as  the  raw  magic  tore  through  shields  like  they  weren’t there, and then ripped the enemy mages to pieces. 

The  same  natural  and  crude  fortifications  which  were  giving them  trouble,  sheltered  them  partially  from  the  blast,  but  they  were still  buffeted  by  magic,  though  not  enough  to  kill  so  far  from  the center of the explosion.  Still, his sphincter could’ve made a diamond at that moment, he hadn’t thought it would be quite so bad.  So much for  knowing  the  results  as  a  mystic,  and  he  lectured  himself  about hubris in his mind. 

He cast a quick inscribe spell, and he erased the evidence of the  malformed  rune  on  his  bracer,  as  he  stood  up  and  helped  a shocked Lia to her feet. 

They all got up and looked in disbelief, there was a crater in the  mountainside,  and  there  was  almost  no  evidence  left  at  all there’d been an enemy force in the spot just moments ago. 

Michael  looked  at  him,  no  doubt  because  he’d  shouted  the warning, and asked, “What happened?” 

He told the truth, but in a way that he hoped would misdirect it through  assumption.    He’d  tell  Lia  the  full  truth  later,  but  this  new realized  ability  was  quite  frightening  when  he  considered  what  he could do with it.  Sure, short spells, even enhanced ones, probably nothing.    But  war  spells,  which  took  at  least  ten  seconds  for  any mage but a rune mage to cast, he could sabotage them mid-cast.  It wouldn’t  be  enough  to  form  as  large  an  explosion,  the  portal  spell was singular in its magical power requirements, but a war spell that the casters were intimately connected to, bypassing their shields, a small explosion would be  more  than enough to rip them apart. 

He  wasn’t  sure  if  he’d  ever  do  it  again,  but  it  was  one  more just-in-case  weapon  in  his  arsenal.    He  had  a  feeling  there  was more.    Perhaps  no  more  abilities,  but  ways  to  use  his  abilities  he hadn’t thought of yet. 

“Mystic,  I  can  feel  spells,  remember?    I  felt  their  portal  spell destabilizing.” 

Yeah,  he  just  left  off  the  part  where  he’s  the  one  that destabilized it. 

Michael  nodded  thoughtfully,  which  made  him  feel  guilty,  but he got the idea he’d be hiding a lot of things about his true abilities throughout his life.  Then their team commander looked to Beren for orders. 

That’s when he noticed Kaitlyn looking at him suspiciously, he tried not to react. 

Beren  said,  “I’d  hoped  to  question  one  of  them,  but  better more lives saved on our side.  I haven’t seen a spell destabilize so badly  in  years,”  he  laughed  darkly,  “and  I  don’t  suppose  it  matters what they were up to, they failed.  Let’s get back, see what we can find out from the others, and get some rest.  Double time it back to the barracks, now.” 

They set off for the barracks at a slow jog, he looked forward to a warm bed and some sleep.  It was his first battle, and he had a

lot of his magic left, it hadn’t gone on very long, after all. 

Beren looked grim, they’d all had a late meal after the battle, and  he  was  more  than  ready  for  bed,  but  he  was  galvanized  with worry at the man’s grim visage. 

“I  have  some  good  news,  and  some  bad  news.    The  good news is the pass and village in Sleekfalls is secure, they moved on their enemy when they saw them trying to open a gate.  After being questioned,  we  discovered  their  true  aim  was  to  connect  with  the capital of Vemor, and to move in a battalion of troops and mages to secure both passes. 

“The  bad  news  is  they  planned  to  do  the  same  thing  in Stonemount,  and  they  succeeded.    There  was  a  third  force  we missed,  a  smaller  one,  with  just  enough  mages  to  open  a  portal. 

Stonemount  hasn’t  fallen  yet,  but  it’s  just  a  matter  of  time.    All  our people  are  focused  on  containing  the  mouth  of  the  pass,  and  the enemy force brought in is moving to their rear. 

“Our  people  are  in  the  process  of  pulling  out,  and  they’ll hopefully not become useless deaths.  As of now, the enemy holds Stonemount.    Only  one  out  of  the  three  they  planned  to  hold  this night, but it’s still dire news.  We may have to cede it to them for the moment,  but  plans  are  already  being  made  to  reclaim  it  in  a  few weeks when our forces are strengthened by Dreston’s.” 

Michael scowled, “Three weeks is too long, and you know it. 

They  could  have  multiple  regiments  through  the  pass  in  that  time, never mind battalions or companies.” 

Beren  said,  “The  hope  is  that  how  many  the  enemy  has already lost in the war will hamper them as our losses are hampering us.  They might not have any more spare troops than we do.  It’s felt they’ll secure the village and pass, then sit for the winter.  The pass is  filling  with  snow,  and  we’re  not  the  only  ones  calling  for  the empire’s attention.” 

Michael snorted, “You don’t believe that, even if the council’s desperate  hopes  lie  in  that  direction.    Gates,  or  their  water  mages can  simply  clear  the  pass.    As  for  spare  troops,  their  plan  was  to move  in  three  battalions  this  night.    We  could  still  be  facing  those battalions  here  and  at  Sleekpass  in  less  than  a  week,  if  they  bring

them to Stonemount, then march overland.  All we did this night was buy a little time, but not the weeks we need.” 

Beren scowled, “Should we surrender then?  Give up?” 

Michael shook his head, “Of course not, but neither should we stick  our  heads  in  the  sand  and  hope  the  enemy  sucks  on  their thumbs  for  three  weeks.    They’re  going  to  push  their  advantage, especially  since  they’re  sure  to  know  they  only  have  a  few  weeks before Dreston’s relief troops arrive at our southern border.” 

Beren nodded, “We could portal them in, but only if our mages have  been  where  they  are,  or  theirs  have  been  on  our  southern border.    You  know  damn  well  they  haven’t,  and  you  can’t  portal somewhere  you  haven’t  been.    What  else  can  we  do  but  hold  and wait?” 

Lia cleared her throat, “Olin and I have been to the capital of Dreston.” 

Beren nodded, “But you’re not master mages, and you’ve just seen what happens if a portal goes wrong.” 

He  wanted  to  growl  in  frustration,  he  could  open  three permanent portals between the three towns and the Dreston capital all by himself.  He wasn’t sure yet, but it was starting to look like he’d be  making  some  people  unhappy.    He  wouldn’t  let  Reton  fall,  the empire was cruel to the populace, and even more controlling of the mages  than  what  the  royal  family  used  to  be,  before  they’d  gotten even more freedoms. 

Plus,  there  was  his  oath.    He  wouldn’t  let  Reton  fall,  as  it looked  like  it  was  poised  to  do.    He  doubted  Michael  was  prone  to any kind of exaggeration, and their conversation was painting a very ugly picture.  They simply didn’t have the numbers to compete in the long  run.  If  a  pass  fell  their  kingdom  would  fall.    Without  a  very fortified bottleneck to ensure ten to one losses or better in their favor, the empire would bowl them over with simple attrition. 

He sighed, and then changed his mind about the whole portal thing.    Opening  portals  was  something  he  could  do,  but  why  let Stonemount  fall  in  the  first  place?    He  couldn’t  think  of  a  good reason.    If  he  was  going  to  out  himself,  and  not  toe  the  line  the council set, he might as well do it right and save as many lives as he could. 

The  thought  had  weight  to  it,  a  heaviness  on  his  soul.    It wasn’t an easy decision by any stretch, he didn’t want to become a monster.  But… Vemor had started it, he’d just be finishing it.  When he  was  done,  it’d  be  a  long  time  before  those  bastards  stuck  their heads out of the hole they’d be hiding in, so to speak.  The problem was, where did he draw the line?  Should he allow the opportunity to retreat? 

That thought was incredibly arrogant, but at the same time, it was just the truth. 

Still,  he  waited,  but  not  too  much  longer.    It  was  only  fifteen minutes  later  when  they  received  word  the  evacuation  was complete.  He knew then, only the enemy occupied the area.  Still, he’d have to be careful, there were no doubt some commoners still in the village, they’d ceded the area but they hadn’t had time for a full evacuations, only their military and mages had retreated. 

He took Lia’s hand, and guided her out of the room. 

Lia asked, “What’s up?” 

He said, “I need you to be my conscience, but we can’t let the enemy have a foothold.  I’m afraid I’ve been holding out on you, and the council even more.  Not because of me, I’ve told you everything about  me  and  being  a  mystic,  except  of  course  for  the  parts  the council told me I can’t reveal.” 

She frowned, “What are you talking about?” 

“Remember  what  I  did,  finding  the  best  area,  from  two hundred  miles  away?    That’s  just  the  tip  of  the  reality  on  what  I figured out I can do.  I’ve held back, because it’d be a nightmare if our  enemy  ever  discovered  what  I  know,  but  the  kingdom  being close to falling trumps that concern.” 

He  figured  it  would  be  easier  to  show  her  than  tell  her.    He created  the  command  rod,  the  new  modified  one.    The  connection runes inscribed themselves into the very bedrock below them, near the node, and he cast a second inscription spell to add the teleport spell. 

He activated it, and they disappeared in a column of flashing light. 

Chapter Seventeen

She whispered harshly, “What did you just do, and how did you do it?” 

He  sighed,  “I  still  can’t  tell  you  all  of  it,  because  of  the council’s  edicts.    But  basically,  I  didn’t  use  my  magic  to  do  that,  I used  magic  from  somewhere  else.    Even  telling  you  that  much  will probably get me in trouble, but I don’t care right now.  Too many are dying, and who knows what our enemy is doing to our commoners in Stonemount  right  now.    It  makes  me  incredibly  powerful,  but  I  still need someone to watch my back, and to call me out if I’m going too far.” 

She gasped, “You know the source of our magic.” 

He laughed, “Told you I said too much.” 

She looked around, “Where are we?” 

He said, “Mage building in Stonemount.  Give me a minute to see what’s going on.” 

He scribed a new daughter connection into the bedrock under Stonemount by the node, then scribed a new spell on the rod.  It was basically  the  same  spell  he  used  to  detect  mages,  but  he  sent  it through  the  connection  and  into  the  ley  line  and  node.    Instead  of scanning for topography, it would scan for mages. 

He could feel almost a hundred of them inside the pass, which was half a mile long, he also felt close to sixty still marching toward the  town,  the  enemy  forces  hadn’t  arrived  yet.    He  assumed  there were a lot of commoners and warriors with them, but his spell didn’t sense them, only mages. 

He also didn’t fail to notice there were an undiscovered eleven mages  in  the  village,  one   of  which  was  a  rune  mage.    All  things considered  not  the  most  important  thing  at  the  moment,  but  it  was his true mission, so he noticed it. 

He cleared his throat, “We should plan.  We have a little time, maybe fifteen minutes before the battalion reaches the village.  I’m thinking we destroy the battalion headed this way to the last man, in a spectacular fashion that’s sure to be seen from the pass.” 

Lia looked at him in horror, and more than a little doubt. 

He  shrugged,  “It’s  the  most  humane  option.    I  figure  if  we’re ruthless  with  the  battalion,  it  means  a  better  chance  of  making  the enemy in the pass go into a full retreat.  My attack on them will be far more moderated, if as firm.” 

Lia  frowned,  “Can’t  you  do  that  with  the  battalion?    Not  that they don’t deserve to die. They’re here to kill us and enslave those we protect, but… you’re talking about a slaughter, aren’t you?” 

He  sighed,  “I  could,  but  they  could  split  into  companies  or even squads.  Instead of retreating back to Vemor, they could strike out  in  different  directions  and  turn  to  less  savory  tactics.    There’s also the matter of their mages having been on Reton land, and a lot of it.  Too much land to guard.  Even if they did cooperate and retreat back  to  Vemor,  they  could  just  open  a  new  portal  at  any  time  and come back now that they’re familiar with our land.  It’s too much of a risk. 

“While  the  mages  in  the  pass   can   open  a  portal  within  our fortifications, since they’ve made it to the mouth of the pass.  It would be suicide to do so to a manned pass, they’d be killed as they came out  in  an  impossibly  small  bottleneck.    I’m  afraid  we  can’t   afford   to show mercy to those mages on our ground, or the troops with them.” 

Lia  shook  her  head,  and  the  lost  look  on  her  face  tightened his gut, “You can really do that?” 

He nodded soberly, “I don’t want to be a monster.  I’m capable of vast destruction, but like my ancestors I’m hardly unbeatable.  A dagger  in  the  back  would  do  nicely.    I  love  and  need  you,  perhaps more  important  in  this  moment  I  respect  your  intelligence  and opinions, and if you think I’m going too far tell me, and we’ll go.  It wasn’t  an  easy  decision  to  make,  but  I  fear  the  existence  of  Reton rests on this.  Once they have a solid foothold, they’ll be impossible to  displace.    You  heard  Michael  and  Beren  as  well  as  I.    I’m  also afraid if we talk to the council and let them decide, they’ll say no.” 

That  last  sounded  dumb,  but  the  council’s  plan  to  wait  for reinforcement  from  their  new  allies  was  just  as  stupid.    He  feared they were lying to themselves, and would be afraid to take the risk, even if it  was  a reasonable one.  At least in his eyes it was. 

Lia said, “But the enemy will be aware of such power, if we do it, which is the other side of the risk.  I assume I’d be able to do it, if you showed me?” 

He nodded, “Absolutely, but I hadn’t planned on sharing.  The less who know how to do it the lower that risk is.  Without knowing exactly  what,  or  even  the  runes  which  are  the  how,  knowing  it’s possible  won’t  give  them  enough  to  figure  it  out.    I  also  plan  on destroying  the  command  rod  as  soon  as  we’re  done,  and  the defenders of Stonemount return to relieve us.  Obviously, we’ll have to remain and guard until that happens.” 

She  bit  her  lip,  and  suddenly  looked  scared  for  him,  “It  will make you a huge target, the enemy will stop at nothing to have their spies and assassins capture you to plumb your mind.” 

He nodded, “Another reason I wasn’t going to share, and why I  need  you  to  have  my  back  and  be  my  conscience.    Things  will get… interesting in the future.  This could turn the council and royal family against me as well.” 

She sighed, “Us, idiot, us.  I love you, and will always be here for you, but I want to smack you right now.  You’re not a monster, I can see the anguish in your eyes, and we haven’t even done it yet. 

We  will  do  what  we  must.    If  we  can  help,  if  we  can  stop  it,  we should, and it will save thousands of lives in the long run, if we can end this foothold and scare them into calling off their war.” 

He nodded, “My thoughts exactly.” 

She said, “Let’s go.” 

He  took  her  hand,  and  he  cast  the  protection  spells  on  the command  rod.    The  shields  that  rose  up  around  the  two  of  them made their normal shields look like a torch next to the sun.  His skin tingled slightly, reminding him there were  always  limits.  If he tried to channel too much magic between the rod and ley line, he could harm his body with magical radiation.  The slight tingle however, he knew to be safe enough.  It was about how he’d felt in the command room, below the mage complex in Highspire. 

Still, he was quite powerful enough even with that limitation, to do the night’s work. 

They  left  the  mage  building  and  headed  toward  the  village gates.  The gates were thrown open, and there was a very nervous looking man standing by with a handful of guards.  He suspected the man was the baron who was expecting to present the village to the enemy in surrender. 

“Who are you?” he demanded. 

Lia  replied,  “Rune  mages,  Lia  and  Olin.    We’re  here  to  take care of your little problem.” 

They  ignored  the  man  who  goggled  at  that,  and  he  stepped outside. 

The  battalion  was  quite  imposing,  there  were  almost  a hundred mages, but there were many hundreds of troops besides. 

He formed a new war spell.  New simply because it would’ve been impossible  to  power  with  anything  less  than  the  ley  line  and  node that throbbed with magic below them. 

It was a simple fire spell, enhanced by air, but instead of two runes  it  was  over  a  hundred  runes,  all  connected  with  various connectors and different kinds of fire runes to define what it did.  The rune  lattice  all  supported  one  another,  and  he  made  a  relatively simple  enhanced  spell  that  was  possibly  the  largest  war  spell  ever seen.  Both  incredibly  complex,  and  ridiculously  simple  at  the  same time.  It was nothing less than a big old hammer however, there was no subtlety in it at all. 

He  powered  the  first  rune,  which  then  connected  to  and  fed the  spell  from  the  connection  to  the  ley  line  below.    It  felt  a  lot  like cheating, so far he hadn’t used more magic than he was recovering. 

He  actually  had  more  magic  at  that  point  than  when  they’d  started this jaunt, still recovering his magic from their battle at Southpoint. 

Starbursts  led  to  more  starbursts,  to  more,  until  the  power was siphoned and split a hundred times, and then connected to all the  air  and  fire  runes  at  once.    The  enemy  was  over  two  hundred feet  away,  but  the  fire  was  so  hot  he  had  to  cover  his  face  and squint.    A  huge  wall  of  circular  fire  rose  up  around  the  battalion  of troops and mages, then the wind blew, enhancing it, feeding it, and turning it into a fire storm. 

The  base  of  the  storm  was  a  bright  white  flame,  that transitioned  to  blue,  then  reds  and  oranges  at  the  top,  the  wall  of flames was at least fifty feet high, and turned night into day.  There was no way even a blind man could miss it from the pass, which was just a couple of hundred yards past the other side of the village. 

He  wasn’t  cruel  though,  and  that  initial  flash  only  lasted  a moment,  before  the  fire  swirled  and  closed  inward,  the  innermost part of that circle roasting the soldiers and mages in a split second, no more than two seconds after the outer soldiers and mages died. 

That  said,  the  short  screams  were  still  hair  raising,  and  he almost lost his after-battle snack when he scented the burning flesh. 

Lia whispered, “My gods.” 

My gods, indeed. 

The spell ended, and he removed it from the rod.  There was limited space, and the teleport spell took up a lot of it, but he wanted that  one  available  just  in  case.    They  turned  and  headed  for  the mouth of the pass, at a slow jog. 

He  inscribed  two  more  spells,  one  another  fire  and  air  spell, the other just air.  He cast the second one, and his voice boomed out into the pass.  He thought it might even be heard on the other side. 

“You  will  retreat  now,  and  I  look  forward  to  a  cessation  of hostilities between our kingdom and your empire.  If not, I may need to test out that last spell again, on your majesty’s palace.  Perhaps that will be the only option, if they can’t respect our borders.  You will remove yourself from our territory now, or you will die.” 

When  they  reached  spell  range  of  the  pass,  almost  twenty spells raced at them.  He ignored them, and as he knew the shield didn’t even come close to being strained against that much magic. 

The twenty or so mages in the front lines were no match for a node. 

He probably was unbeatable,  if  he saw the threat coming,  and if he stood over a node or ley line.  That was the trick.  It truly was a slaughter that night. 

He  cast  the  second  spell,  the  fire  and  air  spell,  which  was much  like  the  last  but  far  more  controlled,  and  without  a  set duration.  The spell would last indefinitely, until he ended it. 

A wall of fire rose up in a semicircle at the edge of the mouth’s pass.    Even  at  a  quarter  mile,  which  was  the  outside  distance  for

range for that kind of spell, they felt the heat of it.  It wasn’t quite as hot  as  the  last  one,  he  didn’t  want  to  cause  the  stone  of  their fortifications to explode, but it would kill just as quickly. 

He  said,  “At  least  we  won’t  be  cold,  while  we  report  in  and wait to be relieved.” 

Lia giggled nervously. 

It  was  a  joke  to  lessen  the  tension,  a  release  of  stress,  but that didn’t mean he didn’t take it very seriously, or the amount of life he’d just taken in a handful of seconds. 

Lia asked, “How does this spell work?  How long will it last?” 

He  said,  “It’s  permanent,  like  the  spells  on  the  arena.    So,  I have  to  cut  the  magic  off  to  stop  the  spell.    It’s  also  defined  by distance, and directly tied to our location, or the rod’s location to be specific.  The firestorm wall will sweep the pass as we walk forward, one slow step at a time.  Let’s give them another minute to decide to run,  then  we’ll  take  a  stroll  halfway  into  the  pass,  where  our fortifications start, which means the fire should kick them completely out of it, and it’ll remain on their edge to guard us until Stonemount’s defenders return.” 

It  was  kind  of  obnoxious,  but  it  would  save  lives.    He  could have  made  it  a  silent  and  invisible  wall  of  death  magic  and  killed every  last  enemy  as  they  walked  forward,  but  he  couldn’t  live  with himself if he didn’t give them the option to retreat. 

It  occurred  to  him  of  course,  that  they  could  bury  the  rod halfway through the pass, and the enemy could never threaten them again.  If he did it five times, they’d be completely secure.  But then the power would be out of his hands, and if a spy got at it from their side,  they  could  discover  the  secrets.    It  wasn’t  worth  the  risk,  the power   couldn’t   be  used  away  from  his  direct  supervision.    Even doing that much, was risky. 

There  was  also  one  small  complication  he’d  glossed  over, because he couldn’t fully explain it to Lia without revealing the truth of magic the council wanted hidden.  As they walked forward, he had to create new links near the ley line, and he erased the old just to be thorough.    His  command  rod  could  only  get  a  third  of  a  mile  away from the daughter connection. 

Simple  geometry  told  him  he  couldn’t  be  further  away  than right  over  that  spot,  by  about  two  tenths  of  a  mile.    That  meant setting  a  new  daughter  source  twice  during  their  walk,  it  wasn’t  all that  hard,  but  it  took  focus  to  maintain  power  to  the  spell  as  he switched sources.  To help with that, his spell had power runes that acted as buffers, which gave him a few seconds to play with. 

The enemy tried to stop their progress several times.  Half the time, their firestorm wall burned the spell up, the other half their own shields took whatever they threw at them quite easily.  On the good side, there were only a few death screams that reached their ears, most  of  the  soldiers  and  mages  were  clearly  in  rapid  retreat,  and staying ahead of their easy, almost lazy, walk forward. 

In  truth,  he  kind  of  terrified  himself  in  that  moment,  he  knew the council would be quite nervous once they realized the true extent of  his  abilities.    Even  Talia  and  Elisha,  his  staunchest  allies  on  the council, may have second thoughts.  The fact he’d been hiding them up  until  then  wouldn’t  help  his  case  either.    It’d  made  sense  at  the time, but that was when he’d thought he’d never need to use it, with his hand forced he wished he’d have come clean to them about his discoveries after the Dreston mission. 

Of  course,  it  was  all  their  fault,  for  showing  him  the  rune rooms  underneath  the  mage  towers  and  arena.    He’d  gone  in  his own direction with it, but most of it was thanks to insights into what his ancestors had done, and just in knowing the ley lines and nodes were there in the first place. 

Still,  the  direction  he’d  gone  in  was  designed  to  defend,  not pointed internally as a way to control. 

Lia seemed to be thinking along the same lines. 

“We may have to go our own way. I won’t fight the council, or our people, but I won’t let you be killed by their paranoia either.” 

He  felt  a  little  relief  at  that,  she  was  his,  and  he  was  hers. 

Damn  the  rest,  if  it  came  to  it.    He  hadn’t  been  entirely  sure  she’d choose  their  marriage  oaths  over  her  oath  to  the  royal  family. 

Hopefully, it wouldn’t be an issue, but he wasn’t counting on it. 

“I agree.  I love you.” 

She grinned, “I love you too, even if you’re terrifying.” 

He mock glared, “That’s my line.” 

She  giggled,  “Now  you  know  how  I  feel,  when  you  say  that stuff about me.” 

They moved slowly, so it took almost a half an hour for them to  walk  the  half  mile,  a  quarter  mile  to  the  pass’s  entrance,  then halfway through the pass.  They’d been in danger of losing that pass, now they owned it completely, and not one enemy soldier remained on their soil.  He wished he could see the emperor’s face, when that fact was finally reported. 

He  said  innocently,  “Why  don’t  you  brief  your  mom,  she  can tell the rest of the council and get our people back here.” 

Lia laughed, “I love you, but hell no.  You did it, you report it.  I just watched your back.” 

He  sighed,  damned  if  she  wasn’t  right.    He  reluctantly contacted Talia and started to report.  Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, since the council hadn’t been there to  see  the results of his work that night.  Seeing was always more impactful than just hearing about it. 

He also figured they’d be hearing it from Michael and Kaitlyn. 

They no doubt had assumed he and Lia went to find a bed to rest for the  night.    Technically,  they’d  abandoned  their  mission  post,  which was to be under the command of Beren in Southpoint. 

It was dumb, since they’d probably just saved Reton, but he knew often in life how you did something was as important as doing it, and he’d cut a lot of people out of the loop.  In fact, he’d launched a  major  counter  offensive  without  the  approval  of  the  queen, generals,  council,  or  their  mage  masters.    They’d  be  lucky  if  they didn’t get the book thrown at them. 

Mostly, he did that so they wouldn’t try to stop him, which he was  sure  they’d  figure  out,  and  was  just  more  ammunition  to  use against him. 

Talia  stayed  calm  for  the  first  few  minutes  of  their conversation, but it went downhill after that…

Chapter Eighteen

The sun rose to the east as they waited for relief to arrive.  He’d severed the fire spell, and so far none of the empire troops or mages had  dared  set  foot  back  into  the  pass.    They  did  have  a  small  fire going in the forward lookout post for warmth, so it wasn’t too bad. 

Lia asked, “Having second thoughts?” 

He smirked, “It’s a bit too late for that.  A little bit, maybe.  Not for what I did, but in putting you in danger.  I won’t be the only one with  a  big  target  on  my  back,  they’ll  try  to  use  you  to  control  me. 

Vemor agents I mean.” 

Lia tilted her head, “Is that what my mother said, and why she was so angry?” 

He shrugged, “It was implied.  Although I got the impression the  rest  of  the  council’s  concerns  wouldn’t  be  about  you  at  all. 

Garen might want to gut me, we’ll have to see.” 

Lia snorted, “Less dangerous than Vemor having a foothold to launch  campaigns  deep  inside  our  territory?    Even  if  you  hadn’t taken  me  along,  it’s  not  exactly  a  state  secret  we’re  together,  and they could and possibly would take that tactic.  I wouldn’t trade my life, or the illusion of safety, for what we prevented last night.” 

He  smiled,  “Love  you  too.    I’m  a  little  nervous  we’ll  be arrested,  and  our  stuff  removed.    That  more  than  anything  else  is giving me second thoughts, not so much about what we did, but our plans  to  throw  ourselves  on  their  mercy.    I’m  not  sure  if  I  trust  the council  enough  to  expect  a  fair  verdict  for  our  actions,  or  to  allow myself to be helpless and unable to access magic.” 

No  good  deed  was  unpunished.    Would  they  see  his intentions and heart, or just his power? 

Lia narrowed her eyes in thought, “It won’t come to that.  My mother might be mad at you, but she wouldn’t let something like that

happen.  I don’t think the queen would either, even our disobedience showed  loyalty  and  a  concern  for  the  kingdom,  and  we  didn’t  put anyone  else  in  harm’s  way.    I  believe  we  more  than  won  her  trust when  we  saved  her  life  and  stood  so  firmly  against  Tanner’s  ilk. 

Technically, we didn’t even defy orders, we just took things into our own hands.” 

He  nodded,  and  hoped  she  was  right.    He  also  wondered what  the  Vemor  forces  would  do,  would  they  pull  out  of  the  other passes, or fight even more rabidly in hopes of ending the threat he represented as a mystic and to gain the knowledge and power he’d displayed last night. 

Their conversation was cut short when they heard and sensed the  soldiers  and  mages  taking  up  their  posts.    It  was  a  few  hours after  they’d  cleared  the  pass.    A  master  fire  mage  by  the  name  of Santos walked in the forward post, and he gave them both a curious look. 

Santos  said,  “You  left  a  mess  in  the  field  in  front  of Stonemount,  lots  of  warped  armor  and  swords  lying  about,  but  not much else.  I’d have paid good coin to see whatever you did.  You’re both  relieved,  and  you  will  be  confined  to  the  mage  building  until your  team  arrives  to  finish  your  primary  mission  here  and  in Sleekfalls.  Report there and don’t leave for any reason.  Those are the council’s orders, and I trust you won’t have a problem following them?” 

He shook his head, “No, sir.” 

Santos grunted, “Very well.  Dismissed.” 

They exchanged glances, and headed out of the building, and down  the  pass  toward  Stonemount.    They  drew  more  than  a  few curious looks, some nervous, but many not.  He wasn’t sure what to think,  except  that  surely  it  wouldn’t  be  that  easy.    Except  that apparently, they’d be facing the consequences of their actions after the mission was completed. 

Lia mock shuddered, when they reached relative privacy, “You and me stuck in the same room for two days, what a horror.” 

He snickered. 

They  didn’t  really  discuss  it,  but  by  mutual  consent  they dropped the subject completely for those two days.  He was sure she

was worried about it, like he was, but they enjoyed each other, and their time together.  They spent time planning their future, and they gave a good effort toward starting a family of their own.  His beautiful wife awed him, and she seemed as lost in him as he was in her.  It was an extension of their far too short honeymoon in a lot of ways. 

Soon  enough,  they’d  have  to  face  the  consequences,  but neither  of  them  wanted  it  to  color  or  ruin  the  moment.    Dire speculation  was  pointless.    It  was  also  a  good  sign  they  hadn’t cancelled the rest of the mission and sent a different team sometime later to finish it out. 

Of  course,  he  couldn’t  help  but  wonder  at  the  kid  gloves treatment.  What if they were so scared of him that they wanted him to lower his guard before taking action? 

Maybe that was paranoid, but the thought was there. 

It wasn’t all that long before their private world was invaded, just  over  two  days,  and  they  were  facing  a  very  unhappy  Michael and Kaitlyn. 

Michael said, “You should have brought the plan to me, that’s following the chain of command.  What got into your heads to run off alone?” 

He  nodded,  “The  window  of  opportunity  to  stop  them  before they got into the village was very small.  I also  couldn’t  explain  the plan, not fully or to your satisfaction, without breaking council rules.  I still  can’t tell you what I did, no more than I’m able to explain how the arena  does  what  it  does.    Council  and  state  secrets.    Lastly,  I  was afraid  the  council  would  say  no.    I  saw  an  opportunity  to  prevent  a major pivot point against us in the war, and I took it to save the lives in Stonemount, and many more lives after that day.” 

Kaitlyn shook her head, “Better to ask forgiveness?” 

“Something like that, but mostly I was thinking we were about to lose the war.  The conversation you were all having just verified in my mind that the loss of Stonemount was a grim and decisive event in the enemy’s favor.” 

Kaitlyn nodded, “But now the enemy knows that power is out there, and they’ll fight even harder for it.” 

He  sighed,  “With  all  due  respect,  they   already   know  it’s  out there.  The permanent arena and tower spells are proof of that, the

spells  on   this   building  are  proof  of  that,  and  they’ve  been  here  for centuries.  It’s why they always attack us, you know the real primary reason, even if the commonly stated and accepted reasons for it are true as well. 

“Do  you  think  maybe  the  first  thing  they’d  have  done  upon entering this village would’ve been to start to expand the invasion?  I suspect the first thing they’d have done is search and explore every inch of  this  building, and I’m sure they’d have found the secret door in the master suite.  They’re only attacking so hard now because of me.  Not because I have the power, but because I’m a much bigger danger  to  them  than  an  old  building  with  permanent  spells  on  it. 

Perhaps they have good records of the past, and they know exactly how dangerous it is to attack a kingdom with mystics in it.  Perhaps they  thought  they  could  win  before  I  figured  out  my  true  potential. 

Sorry, that sounds horribly arrogant, and I know I’m just human, and can die easily and quickly if I don’t see it coming, but it’s a point.” 

Michael  sighed,  “I’m  not  questioning  your  motives,  but  I  do question  your  actions.    We  can’t  afford  to  wonder  what  our  mages are  doing,  it’s  why  we  have  a  council,  and  a  queen.    They  decide what  we  do,  not  us.    It’s  a  check  on  our  ambitions.    We  can’t  be wondering  what  you’ll  do  next.    Your  personal  counter-attack  has huge  implications  toward  the  future,  and  acting  so  makes  us question your loyalty.  So, you’re a mystic, do you think that makes you above the rules, do you think you know better than us?” 

He growled, “no.” 

Michael asked, “Then why did you take independent action?” 

Lia replied, “We don’t know better than you, and perhaps we didn’t see all the consequences on a kingdom scale to our actions. 

But   you   didn’t  know  we  had  the  option.    You  didn’t  have  all  the pieces,  and  he  was  forbidden  from  telling  you  his  true  potential.    If he’d not acted all those lives lost would’ve been on him, and his lack of action.  I don’t know about you, but I couldn’t live with myself if it was me, and I just stood by and watched. 

“So, of course he followed his own judgement and morals, the bindings on his actions forced it to be so.  You may be wiser, older, and  more  experienced,  but  you  lacked  information  he  had  and couldn’t  share.    He  also  waited  until  the  last  possible  moment  to

make  that  decision,  which  means  we  didn’t  have  time  to  half  ass explain  ourselves  and  hope  for  approval  to  the  plan.    From  what  I understand, even the council doesn’t understand his full capabilities. 

They may have dismissed the plan out of underestimating him.” 

He  nodded  in  agreement,  she’d  explained  it  well.    It  wasn’t that  he  thought  he  was  smarter,  or  wiser,  but  they  didn’t  have  the information  he  did  and  was  constrained  from  sharing.    That invalidated  their  wisdom  and  experience,  not  having  the  right information   did   make  him  the  best  one  to  make  the  decision.    He supposed  in  a  way  it  was  partially  his  fault,  he   had   been  holding back from the council, maybe they’d have sent him if they’d known? 

Kaitlyn sighed, “We need to get set up and look for mages.  I trust you won’t be running off again without stating your plans?” 

He  shook  his  head,  “No.    Next  time  I’ll  ask  or  make  a suggestion.    Now  that  you  know  what  I’m  capable  of,  if  not   how. 

Frankly, it’s a relief to have that off my shoulders.” 

Michael  grunted,  “This  isn’t  the  last  of  this,  you’ll  be questioned by the council at the end of the mission, during debrief.  I won’t mention it again, but don’t violate my trust again.” 

He asked, “The other passes?” 

Michael replied, “Still fighting.” 

They  got  up  and  headed  outside,  to  find  the  eleven  mages. 

He sighed, he was still keeping secrets, but using that level of power to  find  the  ten  mages  would  be  petty,  they’d  do  it  the  hard  way.    If sitting on their asses in the cold could be considered hard. 

Things were a little stiff with the rest of the team that first day, since they were no doubt angry that he and Lia had left them behind, but  it  passed  relatively  quickly,  and  things  were  back  to  normal  by the  second  day.    He  got  the  impression  they  weren’t  jealous  of  his power at all, and in fact were glad they didn’t have it.  It set him apart in a way, which was something he’d have to come to terms with. 

Still,  they  were  aware  he  was  holding  back,  and  the  council was  holding  secrets.    It  just  all  seemed  so  fragile  to  him.    They seemed  to  understand  though,  he  imagined  they  all  had  secrets, past missions, just not one as big as he did. 

Lia never did ask him for a full explanation, he wasn’t sure if she’d figured it out on her own, or if she just respected his oaths not

to  talk  about  it.    Given  how  intelligent  and  loyal  she  was,  he  was guessing  both. 

He  wasn’t  sure  how  he  would  handle  it  if  he  lost  her,  but  it looked like that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. 

They  found  the  eleven  mages  in  Stonemount,  and  another nine five days later in Sleekfalls.  The mission was tied up, and they took the same portal as the new apprentices to return to the capital. 

The fighting on the border continued, although Stonemount’s pass had stayed peaceful so far, the other four still raged with battle. 

He  hadn’t  really  thought  they’d  stop,  but  it  still  annoyed  him.    He’d made a threat after all, if they didn’t stop, but one he doubted would ever come to fruition. 

Chapter Nineteen

If he thought that Talia was angry, Galen was absolutely livid he’d put  his  little  girl  in  danger.    So  much  for  things  improving  with  the father-in-law.    The  rune  tower  felt  different  when  they  got  home  as well,  they  had  seventeen  rune  mages  now,  which  although  not  a whole  lot,  was  better  than  seven.    It  would  build  up  over  time  he thought,  in  a  few  generations,  as  long  as  they  survived  the  war  to have  families.    Not  to  mention  the  fire  and  water  mages  who  were already mated may have more rune mage children, and there were a few non-mages living there as well. 

He and Lia faced a similar conversation with Talia and Galen as  they’d  had  with  Michael  and  Kaitlyn,  in  Talia’s  office.    Galen wasn’t  nearly  as  forgiving  as  Michael  had  been,  and  the  man stormed out the office red-faced halfway through the debriefing. 

The  tension  was  still  high  with  him  gone,  but  it  had  lowered considerably. 

Lia  asked,  “So,  what’s  the  council  going  to  do?    Has  the queen said anything?  I can’t imagine the council was very flattering when they told her about it.” 

Talia compressed her lips, and sighed, “At the very least you’ll be censured for deserting your posts.  Normally the punishment for that during war is death. But considering where you did go and what you  did,  that  outcome  is  highly  unlikely.    At  best,  that’s  all  that  will come  from  it.    Have  you  considered  what  the  council   might   do? 

They might throw you at the enemy in the hopes of getting rid of two problems at once.” 

He  sighed,  “I  knew  the  fallout  would  be  unpredictable,  but figured  that  was  better  than  bending  a  knee  to  the  south,  and  in losing Reton altogether.  There’s also no way I can fight the war on my own.  The enemy knows the source of the power I wielded even

if our own mages do not outside the council.  A simple counter to a one-man  invasion  would  be  to  move  their  mages  away  from  that source,  they’d  slaughter  me  easily  if  I  faced  a  large  number  away from that source.  They may be evil, but they’re not stupid.  I could no doubt cause them problems, but remove the empire?  Doubtful. 

“Even if I could, I wouldn’t want to try.  I have no wish to rule an empire, even in the queen’s name. 

“Complications  would  also  be  a  moot  point,  if  we  were  no longer around.  I don’t expect to be thanked for handing the council a list of complications and headaches, but I believe it’s better than the alternative.  If they don’t see that, they’re lying to themselves.” 

Talia asked, “The spells?” 

He  nodded,  “In  my  head.    It  seemed  prudent  to  only  have them  when  I  was  using  them,  so  the  enemy  couldn’t  steal  them through unforeseen actions.  Like they did the find mage spell rune.” 

Talia  said,  “Wishes  or  not,  they  could  order  it,  would  you refuse?  Be in a position to rebel or accept banishment like Tanner? 

Where would you go then?  Even if you can’t take them all, emptying their  strongholds  and  disrupting  their  empire  might  trigger  civil  war from  their  conquered  territories.    It  would  be  a  mess,  but  it  would stop their attack on us.” 

Lia frowned, “Are you suggesting we do that?” 

Talia  shook  her  head,  “No.    I’m  suggesting  the  council  and queen might order it.  Probably not, but it could happen.  We would greatly  benefit  if  the  empire  collapsed  and  multiple  kingdoms  were reborn.    Some  mages  would  do  what  you  suggested,  escape  you merely by moving away from the source of that strength, but not until the  surprise  wore  off.    At  the  very  least  you  could  assassinate  the entire ruling family before they reacted, along with a good portion of their  nobility.    Not  only  would  as  I  said,  the  conquered  kingdoms rebel, but inside the empire proper there’d be civil war and unrest as the minor nobility fought over who would become the new emperor.” 

He  shook  his  head,  “Thousands  of  commoners  would  die, even if I didn’t kill them myself, they’d become collateral damage to my  actions.    The  empire  is  evil,  but  good  intentions  don’t  count, results  do.    Who’s  to  say  it  would  be  any  better  and  what  the  final cost would be?” 

Talia smirked, “Better for  us.  We won’t have a threat on the southern border for generations, if not permanently if we get lucky. 

For many, that’s all that counts.” 

He  sighed,  “If  it  was  that  easy,  the  mystics  would’ve  done  it centuries  ago,  when  they  were  still  in  power.    They  tolerated  the empire.” 

Talia  argued,  “Out  of  concern  for  themselves.    They  had  no concern  over  the  downtrodden  populace  in  the  empire,  or  in improving  their  lot  by  removing  an  evil  blight  from  the  land.    They had no reason to do it, because at the time the empire was far too cowed to ever attack Reton.” 

Lia  shook  her  head,  “You  don’t  really  believe  that,  do  you, about making it better?” 

Talia smirked, “I’m playing devil’s advocate.  Many will believe that,  that  acting  in  such  a  way  will  both  benefit  us  and  the commoners of the empire.  They’ll say the initial loss of lives in the chaos, would be worth it in the long run, to stop the ongoing if lesser depredations  of  the  empire  permanently.    Both  against  their  own people, and the kingdoms they conquer.  They’re not entirely  wrong either,  if  you  heartlessly  look  at  the  raw  numbers,  instead  of  the innocent individuals that will pay for those actions in the short-term, it actually does make sense.” 

He frowned, “So you’re saying it was a mistake to do what I did?” 

Talia sighed, “No, I’m saying it was a mistake to hide your true potential  from  us  and  from  the  queen.    I’m  trying  to  illustrate  what you haven’t thought of, and what fear and ambition can push people toward.    You  should  have  given  us  the  information,  so  we  could make the decision on if to use it or not in a desperate situation.  You don’t have the same experience we do.  I know you were afraid of our reactions, but what you did and how you did it made it worse.” 

Lia sighed, “What would  you  do, mom.  If it was entirely up to you?” 

Talia shrugged, but then looked thoughtful. 

“Middle  ground.    The  mystics  of  old  were  selfish,  and  they would’ve  wiped  out  or  conquered  the  empire  if  the  empire  bugged them with constant invasions.  I’d like to think we’re better than that. 

If it were up to me, I’d have my son-in-law clear all the passes, and set  up  permanent  spells  to   close   the  passes  to  any  possibility  of invasion.    Use  the  mystics’  abilities  to  protect  the  kingdom  from outward threats, rather than the rooms the old mystics created that pointed inward in paranoia to suppress their own people.” 

Lia said, “Not so paranoid, we  did  rebel.” 

Talia snickered, “Only because of what they did.  There’s no way to prove that, but it was a self-fulfilling prophecy of sorts.  Their grip was so tight we had no choice but to do what they feared most. 

If  they  were  good  rulers,  we’d  have  fought  to  keep  them  in  power, like we fought to keep our Vida in power.” 

He sighed, “I thought of that, your plan I mean, but it would be a risk, if they could find a way around what I do they could get their hands on the runes for their mystics.” 

Talia snorted, “Small risk, they haven’t been able to get under our mage buildings for hundreds of years.  I imagine you’re up to the task of making them secure.” 

He  said,  “But  we’re  inside  our  mage  buildings.    The  pass wouldn’t  be  occupied,  which  takes  blind  trust.    The  only  way  to  be sure of it would be to make it so that even I can’t get back in once I leave.  It would even stop our own people from crossing the pass. 

Which  would  leave  the  passes  blocked  forever.    It’s  not  something we could take back, if the empire does collapse at some point in the future then we couldn’t open talks.  Things change, and forever is a long time.” 

Talia  said,  “What  if  you  added  an  on  and  off  option  in  the control room  here,  under the arena?  Like the rooms can be turned on and off.  If we lose that room to the enemy, turning off the pass defenses would be a moot point.” 

That could work, a combination of what the mystics did in the past, to his new approach to using the ley lines. 

“I think that would work.” 

Talia asked, “How would you do it?” 

The question seemed overly casual on Talia’s part, and he got the impression he was being tested in some way. 

“Reactive shielding.  I could just put a wall of death magic in the middle of the pass, anyone that tried to step through would just

die, but that seems a trifle too much.  Instead I’d suggest creating a shield of earth, enhanced by life and fire to block magic as well.  No one  could  cross  it.    I  took  Cassandra’s  suggestion  to  heart,  and never used secondary reactive wards, but in this case, I would put a reactionary ward on the shield. 

“If a mage tries to use magic to get past it, the shield would defend  itself.    Maybe  unnecessary,  the  shield  will  be  ridiculously powerful,  even  hundreds  of  mages  working  in  concert  would  fail  to breach it, but what about thousands of mages?  It seems prudent.” 

Talia asked, “What kind of reaction?” 

He pondered that for a second, he could just squash anyone that tried too hard to get past such a shield. But given the vast power of the ley line supporting a shield, taking life wasn’t necessary. 

“Burn out.  Any mage using magic on the shield, presumably to find a way past it, would lose their magic.  We could kill them, but it isn’t necessary to keep us safe.  They’d even get it back eventually from  one  of  their  life  mages,  really  all  it  would  do  is  prevent  them from attacking the wall non-stop.” 

Lia  said,  “One  more  thing,  we  should  do  the  same  for  the passes into Dreston, or they’ll just cross into Dreston and then come across the river.  I assume they’re still our allies?” 

Talia  grinned,  “Not  that  we  need  them  anymore,  but  I  do believe the queen was quite taken with the prince.” 

Lia said, “What’s the chances of that happening?  Your plan I mean.” 

Talia  smirked,  and  looked  up,  her  voice  was  quite  plaintive, 

“Seen enough?” 

Oh, crap.  They’d been talking to the whole council?  Perhaps the queen as well, through a monitoring spell of some kind, probably like the one he’d used to spy on Tanner.  He hadn’t even considered that, but he didn’t blame them for it either.  He’d be cautious about anyone that could take over the kingdom if they wanted to as well.  It had   been  a  test,  he  wondered  what  would’ve  happened  if  Talia’s arguments  had  swayed  him  to  agree  with  attacking  the  empire directly, even taking it over and ruling it, or if his plan had included killing any mage that entered the pass. 

It was clear his restraint, and his belief that he  couldn’t  make it better all by himself had been what they were hoping for, if the relief on Talia’s face was any indication. 

Talia’s head tilted slightly, as if she was hearing something he couldn’t,  and  she  nodded,  “You  have  your  next  mission.    Make  it happen.    Secure  the  passes  in  both  kingdoms,  that  lead  to  the empire.    Don’t  be  surprised  if  you're  tasked  to  open  emergency portals either, since you can do so without draining yourselves, you just volunteered.” 

Lia’s eyes narrowed, “What about our punishment?” 

Talia  sighed,  “Consider  yourselves  censured.    I  don’t  believe either  of  you  will  take  independent  action  again.    We  won’t  punish you  for  the  lapse,  but  neither  will  we  be  rewarding  you  for  your actions  which  spared  Stonemount  from  enemy  depredations,  and quite possibly saved Reton from being lost.  Be alert, and vigilant, I have  no  doubt  the  enemy  see  you  two  as  high  priority  targets. 

They’ll  still  be  able  to  get  small  teams  over  here,  through  the  two less hospitable passes.  I also trust that you won’t be cheating in the upcoming competition in two weeks.” 

He  grinned,  “What  fun  would  that  be?    I  still  have  three months  of  fast  growth  left,  and  I  need  to  find  my  limits,  so  I  know when to pull out all the stops when it gets real.  Even if peace breaks out  for  the  foreseeable  future,  I  won’t  let  my  guard  down.    I  know there’s a target on my back, and Lia’s.” 

He should be able to make it happen, the orders.  While there was only one node on the southern border of Dreston, all four of the north-south  ley  lines  went  through  their  four  passes  south  into Vemor.  A ley line was still more than powerful enough for the job. 

He might never know why, or the rules for it, but he was sure the fact the nine passes between Vemor and their two kingdoms all had ley lines for a reason.  It seemed the shape of the earth must have an effect  somehow,  on  where  they  flowed,  much  like  a  river  flowed along a riverbed in the direction of least resistance. 

He and Lia left the room, they had some planning to do, and a war to end. 

“Have I mentioned how beautiful you are lately?” 

She grinned, “Did I mention I’m pregnant?” 

He  tripped  over  his  own  feet,  but  he  managed  to  recover before falling on his face. 

“Pregnant?” he said in shock. 

She laughed, “Yes, with child, bun in the oven, you’re going to be a father.” 

He grinned, couldn’t help it. 

“Let’s go end a war, then we can celebrate.” 

She blushed, “Pleased?” 

His throat closed up, “More than I can say.  You’re a miracle, my love.” 

Lia grinned radiantly. 

He wasn’t sure what the future would bring, no one did, but he knew things were about to change.  With the passes closed and the cessation  of  war,  the  losses  of  their  kind  and  soldiers  would  be lowered.  The  mage  population  would  grow  naturally,  instead  of losses chipping away at their growth, and him and Lia were already doing their part. 

The future, unsure or not, looked very bright to him. 
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She  grew  up  believing  her  magic  was  weak,  but  she  was satisfied  with  her  life,  and  happy.    She  was  a  midwife,  healer,  and supplier of surrounding covens. 

Then  her  mother  died,  and  she’s  about  to  discover  she  isn’t who,  or  what,  she  believes  herself  to  be,  not  completely.    She  will learn that her entire life up until now was a lie.  She’ll need to figure out  her  place,  who  she  is  when  she  no  longer  recognizes  herself, and try to hold on to her closest friends as she gathers enemies for the simple crime of her existence. 

She’s stronger than she believes, but will it be enough? 

Power of Air Series:

Just a Psychic: The Power of Air Book One starts off this series. 

Ben  has  grown  up  with  missing  memories  of  his  early childhood. 

He has known he was a psychic since his earliest memories, seeing the future and gaining knowledge with his gifts. 

Is it possible he isn't just a psychic? 

Ben's  world  is  about  to  be  turned  upside  down  as  he  turns twenty-one, all is not as it seems. 

Alicia Jones novels is a series that follows a bright young inventor and scientist named Alicia Jones.  It is a space opera and light science fiction. 

The first book is titled First Contact:

Alicia Jones is a genius, and a little odd.  At just twenty-three years of age, she is close to finishing her doctoral dissertation.  But when she tests her latest theory in the lab to generate a strong EM

field,  it  has  very  unanticipated  results.    Results  that  lead  to  faster than light travel, and first contact with another race. 

Her  life  just  gets  more  complicated  after  that,  when  she finds out who she really is, and that the universe may not be as nice a  place  as  she’d  been  told.    Her  determination  to  help  keep  Earth safe  takes  her  to  places  more  dangerous  and  strange  than  she’d ever envisioned. 

Spirit  Sorceress  series,  by  D.  L.  Harrison  is  a  new  urban fantasy  series.    Miku  is  a  spirit  sorceress  who  spent  the  last  one hundred  years  growing  up  and  learning  about  her  power  in  the forests near Seattle Washington.  She’s about to make her debut in the big city, but not in a way she ever expected. 

The first book is titled Spirit Sorceress: Miku  is  a  spirit  sorceress  who  spent  her  unusually  long childhood  in  the  forest  away  from  the  city  with  her  mother  and father.  After tragedy strikes, she finds herself alone and on her own. 

She  knows  that  one  day  she’ll  need  to  move  to  Seattle,  and  fully accept her birthright, and if necessary finish her training on her own. 

But before she’s ready, and still in grieving, a rogue vampire and  his  band  come  along  and  change  everything.    She’ll  need  to learn her new place in the world, and find some allies quick if she’s to survive. 

Katrina  Baker  Novels,  by  D.  L.  Harrison  is  a  new  series about a super named Katrina Baker.  Problem is, she gets caught up in  her  mother’s  plan,  who  is  a  mad  scientist  and  supervillain,  and gets herself transported to another world in the multi-verse.  A world where  mages,  witches,  clerics,  and  the  gods  are  real.    Not  to mention the monsters…

The first book is titled Banished: Katrina  baker  is  a  super.    She  has  mental  abilities  such  as telekinesis, telepathy, and others.  Her parents are supervillains, and she isn’t all that sure she’s cut out for that line of work.  Her empathy with  others  through  her  power  makes  it  hard  to  be  uncaring,  much less mean or evil to people.  Problem is, the last thing she wants to do is disappoint mom and dad. 

Katrina gets caught up in her mother’s supervillain plot to get rid the world of the indestructible hero Omega, and that’s when it all goes really wrong, and she finds herself on another world. 

Banished. 

Will  she  be  able  to  find  her  way  back  home,  or  even understand this new world of gods and magic, or will she die trying? 

Rise of the Empyrean Empire – This series is space opera /

science fiction.  Space, technology, other worlds, aggressive and far more powerful aliens, artificial intelligence, evolution, and advances to  the  point  humanity  doesn’t  have  to  work  to  maintain infrastructure. 

The first book is titled: Scout Ship

Michael Williams followed in his father’s footsteps, and joined the  UEDF,  the  United  Earth  Defense  Force,  when  he  turned eighteen.    Due  to  heroism  and  long  distinguished  service  he’s elevated to the rank of Lt. Commander when most of his peers have just attained senior lieutenant.  His career appears to be going very well. 

The year is 2263, and the EUDF is in several star systems in a  twenty-light  year  radius  from  earth,  but  are  expanding  even further.  He’s assigned to a one year exploratory mission to become accustomed  to  his  new  rank,  one  that  will  finally  culminate  in reaching a new star system, 61-Virginis is just short of twenty-eight light years away, and he’s excited to be one of the first humans in a new  solar  system  as  they  finish  the  race  across  the  void  between stars in the scout ship Columbus. 

There will be challenges he never imagined though, especially not on a simple survey mission.  Because mankind always thought

they were alone in the stars.  They’re about to find out they’re wrong, very wrong…

Book Description

Olin’s a rune mystic, and two of his new spells are approved. 

Their mission to find all the unrealized mages in the kingdom, and to bring them in to be apprenticed. 

If that wasn’t enough, the Kingdom of Reton was on the verge of  a  war  like  they’d  never  seen  before.    The  threat  of  a  mystic seemed one that Vemor wouldn’t let lie.  Dreston to the east is a big question mark, as their threatened from the south. 

Perhaps  it  was  their  last  war.    Join  Olin,  as  he  continues  to grow as a mystic, and discovers the true and shocking extent of his powers. 

Note:  This is the final book of a trilogy.  This story is told in the third person limited, from Olin’s point of view. 







Document Outline


	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Afterword:

	About the Author

	Other books by D. L. Harrison:

	Book Description








cover.jpeg
By: D. ‘L. Harrison

stic 3

My

| "Epic ‘Fantasy

—~Rune





index-1_1.jpg
: Rune Myéﬁcf‘ 3

"Epic Fantasy By: D. L. Harrison





