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Chapter One
The castle wall’s golden hued stones shone in the morning sun, and it was a rather intimidating sight.  That, and the large thick gates which towered fifty feet high, made of extremely thick wood banded with iron.  He imagined it must weigh a ton.
He was usually a fairly confident young man, but the idea of being around royalty constantly for the next month as their guard was rather intimidating.  He might be a rune mage, only after seven months instead of just over a year of being an apprentice, but that part of his mindset was a leftover from his humbler days as a blacksmith.
It didn’t help that the promotion to mage was a fluke of circumstances, a traditional reward bestowed upon any apprentice that ranked in the top ten during a competition.  Sure, he had the bracers and the sword of a rune mage, even more complete with spells and runes than most new rune mages would have, thanks to his flawless memory when it came to magical rune spells.  It was experience, and perhaps most importantly of all, his level of power that was lacking.
Of course, as a rune mage with the ability to cast from all disciplines, along with his sword, that very much evened those odds.  If it didn’t, he wouldn’t be there, even if Master Mage Tanner of the fire guild was up to something.  Sure, he wasn’t a match for a long-experienced master mage of any discipline, but then neither was anyone else in their group.
All the masters in the seven mage guilds were far to the south on the border, serving in the war against Vemor.  As far as he knew or heard, their troops and mages were still holding out at Sleek Pass where the enemy’s main thrust into the kingdom of Reton was taking place.
In short, he felt out of his depth.
It didn’t help that the other eight mages, four each from the water and earth tower, had looked rather unimpressed when he’d been part of the group that morning, and he wasn’t sure if he could blame them.  Only Lia showed any confidence in him, which actually helped him.
Lia was an extremely powerful rune mage for her young age, she was actually younger than he was, but growing up in the tower meant she’d found her magic and had started training long before he had.  She had much more power than the average mage as well, one of the rare exceptions of truly powerful wielders.  She was also incredibly beautiful, long blonde hair, bright and expressive cerulean eyes he could get lost in, and a lovely face of soft beauty he never got tired of seeing.
Perhaps most importantly, as far as he was concerned anyway, she was also his future.  They’d been courting for six months now, which was the halfway point of their society’s customary courting length before handfasting could be considered.  He was already sure of her.  Sure, it wasn’t perfect, they had disagreements, but what was?  In the end, she was perfect for him, and challenged him, that was far more precious to him and important than some woman who would agree with him all the time.
When Tanner had pushed for his early promotion to mage within the rune guild, Cassandra had managed to convince the other master mage guild leaders to approve her and him being a permanent team until his magic fully matured, which should be in about six months.  That more than anything else gave him confidence in this mess, they made a great team.
Even better, by the time his initial growth spurt of magic had ended, they’d be hand-fasted, and married mages were always assigned as teams and kept together.  He’d never be apart from his chosen partner in this life again, barring unexpected circumstances.  He’d always missed her and worried about her when she was out on missions over the last six months, it wasn’t something that would come up again.
Assuming of course, everything between them continued to go well. They’d never spent quite so much time together before, but he wasn’t expecting any major problems that way.  Well, they had in the beginning, but that was just friendship, he hadn’t started courting her until she’d been promoted to mage.
If anything, their relationship was the one thing he truly had confidence in.  At the same time, a little over seven months ago he’d learned the hard way that life could kick you in the ass when you least expected it to, and wash all your life plans down the river, as a result he’d never take her for granted.
Ironically, on this first mission together, he suspected there’d be almost no time where they could talk privately, or to steal a moment for even an intimate conversation, even less than when she was on a mission and they’d used spells to keep in contact.  Guarding the royal family didn’t allow for much personal time, it was why the mission was limited to a month at a time.
The royal guards at the gate to the castle complex gave them all a piercingly searching look, and one spoke as they arrived.
“Wait here please, for just a moment, good mages.  We’re not quite ready for you yet.”
Well, at least the man was polite as he kept them waiting at the proverbial door, but then being polite to someone that could kill with a wave of the hand seemed the course of prudence.  Not that the guard looked at all afraid, mages that did that kind of thing because of simple rudeness were executed.  The guard motioned to a page, who took off toward the castle at a dead run.
The castle itself beyond the gate was quite grand.  The capital city of Highspire was named after it, there were spiral towers at the four corners of the castle, and one almost twice as high in the middle.  No doubt the king at the time had felt the castle needed to be grander than the large seven tower and huge domed edifice the mage guilds had.
The castle itself was at least seven stories tall, the spires a third again of that height, which put the vast fifty-foot-high walls protecting it to shame.  If it weren’t for the fact that he’d be following the royal family around and protecting them for the next month, he’d be worried about getting lost in the behemoth.
They still didn’t know who would be protecting who, the queen regent, the queen apparent, or the younger prince, but they’d find out soon enough. 
He had learned that despite the no speaking unless asked a question rule, they were to accompany their charge at all times outside of the royal apartments, and even then they would be no farther than a room away.  In that, they had authority even over the crown’s wishes through custom and law, not even the queen could order them out of a room.  Despite that, he just hoped that kind of thing never came up.
Regardless, he wasn’t too worried, he wouldn’t be leading any of the teams he was on as a brand-new mage.  A small comfort for the next four weeks.
He tensed slightly as an older man in an elaborate royal guard uniform walked out of the castle, followed by almost a hundred royal guards. He calmed as they started to move into dress formation in the courtyard in front of the castle.  The old man continued toward the gate with a serious look on his face, and he got the impression the older man didn’t smile much.
“Welcome, I am Royal Guard Captain Severn.  This is a little different, but I understand none of you have guarded the royal family before, nor have you come in the top ten of a mage competition.  That means none of my men know any of you by sight, which could lead to problems as my men are rather paranoid about the safety of the queen and her family.”
He imagined that was simply true, especially since the king had been successfully assassinated under their watch, and there’d been several more tries for the rest of the family since.  He knew he’d take something like that personally.
Severn added, “I also have your team setups, and who you’ll be guarding.  As I call your names and teams, please stand out in front of my men.  Obviously, there are many guards on duty right now that can’t be present, but these will pass word, names, and descriptions to all on duty within the hour.
“Mages Sienna, Justin, and Amanda.  When the family is separated, you’ll be guarding the queen.”
Sienna was a water mage in her late twenties.  She had golden blonde hair and green eyes, and from what he could tell was rather shy and quiet.  Though… she could just be having his problem, and be a little intimated in the moment, it wasn’t like he’d spent a whole lot of time with any of the other mages outside of Lia.
All he had were first impressions.
Justin and Amanda were both earth mages.  Justin was also in his late twenties, most of them were between twenty-five and thirty-five, outside of him and Lia.  Justin had light brown hair and eyes, and he was wiry.  He hadn’t spoken that much since they’d met at the mage building entrance that morning, but the mage smiled a lot. 
He got the impression Justin saw it as an adventure.
Amanda was just over thirty, and five foot three.  She was a lithe redhead with gray eyes, and outside of the dubious looks sent his way that morning, she seemed nice enough.
It was in fact, a bit annoying, that he really didn’t know any of them, even after over seven months in the tower.  That was all thanks to the ridiculous customs of keeping professional distance between the towers and mage disciplines.  He was sure there was a reason for that, besides the stated ones, but on the bad side while assigned to their first mission ever together, they had no idea how they’d react to an emergency.
In short, there was no team cohesion, hopefully it would develop quickly.  At least he and Lia would act as one, relatively.
Severn said, “The next team will be guarding Princess Vida, queen apparent.  Mages Lia, Olin, Karina, and Carolynn.”
He and Lia walked over with the other two to stand in front of the guards, presumably so they could memorize their faces, and who they should be with at all times.  He had no doubt they had orders to report on it if any of them weren’t near the princess at any time, which is how it should be.
He also returned the favor as the guards studied their faces.  It’d be harder for him to learn every face in the royal guard than for them to learn ten, but it made sense to try.  Assassins didn’t usually announce themselves or wear black clothes.
Karina was a water mage.  She was five foot three, with black hair and gray eyes, and a lush beauty he took note of but otherwise didn’t care about. He didn’t really know much else about her yet, but she did have a measuring and calculated look in her eyes, and he got the impression her mind was always working on scenarios in her head.
Carolynn was an earth mage, and very petite at five foot one.  She had brown hair and eyes, and although she looked relaxed, he got the impression she was just as observant as Karina was.  Just a whole lot less tense about it.
It wasn’t lost on him that the queen had split up their disciplines, which made a lot of sense.  An earth and water mage could offset their weaknesses while working together.  Rune mages didn’t have weaknesses that way, since they could access all six spheres of magic, as long as they could hold onto their stuff that is.  That was their major weakness, take their runes away and they were as helpless as any other man or woman without magic.
It also wasn’t lost on him that four of the ten of them were assigned to the Princess, who was the true queen and heir apparent.  Cassandra had suggested that was a likely scenario.  The current queen, the wife of the late king, only ruled as regent.  She and the younger son were only getting three mage guards, not four, as Vida was the future of the kingdom.
One more thing occurred to him, he was kind of the odd man out, because of the concession made to team him and Lia together at all times.  The young prince had an all man mage team, and the princess an all-female team with him as the exception to that, while the queen had a mixed team.  He couldn’t imagine that was on accident.  He suspected if it wasn’t for that concession, he’d be on the queen’s team instead of Amanda or Sienna.
He didn’t imagine the queen was overly thrilled about having her sixteen-year-old daughter around an eighteen-year-old male mage for twenty-four hours a day.  Not that it was anything to worry about, he was properly smitten with Lia after all, but the queen didn’t know that.
Although, he was a bit nervous about the idea of spending his nights sleeping in the same room as three other mage women while guarding Vida’s door.  The duties of a mage overrode the boundaries of custom that way, but since it was his first mission ever it would take time to get used to the idea.  He was a bit scandalized by the idea, honestly.
Severn said, “Lastly, mages Levi, Andrew, and Daniel will be guarding the prince.”
Mages Andrew and Daniel were water mages, but that was about all they had in common.  Andrew was in his late twenties with bright red hair and brown eyes.  The mage was quite muscular, and six foot two in height.  Andrew had a rather arrogant confidence on his face, and he struck Olin as a take charge type.  He was heartily glad the man was in another group, but he knew at times they’d have to work together.
Daniel was shorter at five foot eleven, and he had a thin lean body.  He had brown hair and blue eyes.  Olin’s first impression of Daniel was that he was a very focused individual, but more so on the goals than the means. In short, the man wouldn’t argue all that much with Andrew about the means, and he’d just get it done with a steely eyed confidence.
Last but not least of their ten-mage team, was Levi.
Levi was the earth mage on that team, six foot even, and around thirty like everyone else seemed to be except for him and Lia.  He had black hair and brown eyes, and a stubborn set to his shoulders and eyes.
Olin suspected Levi and Andrew would be butting heads a lot, they both struck him as take control overconfident types, which was a lot better than Lia and Andrew, or even him and Andrew, in his head.  To be fair, he wasn’t much of a follower either, it just hadn’t come up the last seven months being mostly isolated.
Sure, he respected and obeyed Cassandra as his mistress, she ran the rune guild, just as he’d respected Cain his master blacksmith before her.  But all these mages were his equals, his peers, and they were a team.  That’s not to say he wouldn’t listen to and adopt a good idea, but he’d also be heard if he thought it was important enough.
Hopefully, it wouldn’t come up, and they’d have a boring month following around snooty royalty.  He suppressed a snort at that thought, never going to happen, he wasn’t that lucky.  Besides, Tanner was up to something, and the Vemor empire had been trying to assassinate the royal family for months.  This mission wouldn’t be boring in the least.  Or at least, there’d be small moments of terror amongst the boredom.




Chapter Two
With a few orders, the royal guards disbursed, save Captain Severn and two of his men.
Severn said, “We’ll escort you to the royal dining room now, where you’ll relieve last month’s mage guards.  From that point on, you won’t leave your charge at all, save when they are in their inner bedroom and you in the outer, or when relieved for a short time while the family is together.  Any questions?  You should not speak once you’ve taken your posts, unless asked a direct question, so it’s now or never.”
They’d eaten breakfast very early that morning, to make sure they arrived during the royal family’s breakfast, which was when they had to relieve the last group.
Andrew asked, “Our bags?” while he patted his bag which was over his shoulder.
They each had small backpacks of personal things and spare robes carefully rolled up, but they weren’t too worried as a quick spell could render their robes pristine and perfect in a moment’s notice.
Severn said, “Give them to who you’re relieving, they’ll drop them off in the outer bedroom chambers when they go to pick up theirs on their way out of the castle.”
He got the impression from Severn’s tone that was a well-established thing, something they should’ve known.  Of course, none of them had protected the royal family before, so he thought there’d be a lot of that.
No one had any more questions, at least none they were willing to ask, and Severn led them into the castle, with the two other guards following the group of ten mages.
He did his best not to gawk at the obvious wealth of the palace.  Paintings, carvings, and other artwork lined the halls.  The throne room wasn’t far from the entrance, in the main corridor of the public part of the castle.  He calmed slightly, after they turned off that main hallway into a side hallway, and then took stairs up two floors and moved toward the back of the castle which were far less well appointed.
The obvious wealth in the front of the castle was for the benefit of visitors.  Sure, the hallways were still decked out with fancy carvings in the walls, and even some art and flower arrangements, but it wasn’t completely overwhelming or in their face.  It wasn’t much more ornate than the mage towers and central round dome where he lived. Not like the public part of the castle, which was obviously designed that way to humble visitors seeking audience to the throne.
A few servants gave them curious looks as they walked by, but no one interfered with their movement, not when they were being led by the captain of the royal guard. 
The place also felt huge.  Sure, the domed building connecting the seven tall mage towers was vast as well, but most of that vastness was the center arena.  In the castle there were hundreds of rooms,  guest hallways, servants, officials, nobles, and of course the royal suites which was up on the seventh floor and highly secure.
He lost count of the guards that he saw by the time they arrived in the royal dining room, which was separate from the public, and for the royal family only.  Despite that, the table was large enough to seat twenty quite easily, and it was elaborately carved on the edges and legs. 
His earlier thoughts about the assignments were confirmed when the four of them relieved the four mages standing behind the princess, they were all female, as were the prince’s mage guards all male.  It seemed the queen took whatever mix was left.  They also had amused looks on their faces when he gave his pack over to one of them.  It wasn’t a problem as far as he was concerned, but he hoped it wouldn’t become one for someone else as he pushed it out of his head.
Queen Delphine was right around forty years old.  She was five foot six, with extremely light blonde hair and blue eyes.  The beauty she’d been in her youth still lingered strikingly on her fair face, and that was more than evident in her sixteen-year-old daughter Vida who’d inherited her hair and eyes. 
Vida’s beauty was still blossoming though, and she looked quite young even with the curves of a woman, the blush of her youth still very much present.  Except for a curious but quick glance at all the new mages from the princess, the royal family didn’t even acknowledge them.  Which interestingly enough, made him relax a little.  He didn’t want their attention.
He could be invisible for a month.  He really wasn’t overly fussed about the assignment either, his only real worry was the appearance of it in the eyes of others.  She was too young, despite being only two years younger, and he was taken, plus she was a princess.  No thanks.  It was just perception trumped truth, every single time.
In short, it wasn’t a thing for him at all, he was just worried it would be a thing for others.  Gossip fodder, if nothing else.
Prince Jonah was twelve, and obviously took after his father.  With black hair and green eyes.  He was twelve at most, and Olin’s first impression was the boy was withdrawn, probably from the king’s death even though it was months ago.  Or maybe, he was just the most well-behaved twelve-year-old ever, being raised as a prince.
Might as well get started on his duties, he thought.  Although he was sure the ones he relieved had already done so, since the family was already eating. He focused on the detect poison rune on his left bracer and sped up his channeling magic in his body, opening a shunt with his will from his forearm to the rune pressed against his skin.
The spell encompassed the entire room looking for any signs of poison.  Anything poisoned would’ve glowed obviously to him, in his mind, so only he’d be able to see it.  Everything looked fine.  He also realized that duty would be his and Lia’s alone, there weren’t any life mages on the other teams.
Well, crap, now he had a question. What happened if the princess decided to eat a meal alone?  None of the other mages with them could check for poisons.  Though, the water mages might be able to sense impurities in wine, water, or mead.  He’d worry about it if it came up.
He released the spell, suppressed a sigh, and waited for something to happen.
The princess was in the latter half of her sixteenth year.  In just fifteen months she’d reach her majority, turn eighteen, and take over the reins of the kingdom.  In short, while the prince was sent away to his tutors, both in swordplay and for education such as history, the princess followed the queen around to observe and learn the subtleties of how to rule.  Though he suspected she already knew most of what she needed, she also needed to be aware of everything going on, or she’d be lost when she finally took over.
As a result, much of that first day he spent in the throne room or war room, while the queen dealt with the issues of the war, from tactics, to supplying food and other issues her generals were having.  Not to mention up to date reports as the generals briefed her on the war’s status.  She also dealt with various requests and issues of her nobles, and various other things.
The mage guards were ignored, much to his approval, except it was all dreadfully boring.  Also to his approval, based on the general’s reports they’d managed to completely stall Vemor’s efforts to invade.  There was blood and death on both sides, but it was also a stalemate.
He concluded that war was a stupid endeavor.  Though they didn’t have a choice, Vemor had invaded, not the other way around.  They couldn’t just give up.
He also found the assignment harder than he’d thought, it felt unnatural to stand next to Lia all day, and not talk to her and joke with her.  Hopefully the next mission would put them on the road, or at least in roles where they could be themselves, and not be silent and seen, but not heard, guards.
His only distraction at all was two-fold, that for five minutes an hour he channeled his magic through his body’s magical circulatory system as hard and fast as he could, while keeping it contained to his channels so that it didn’t damage his body.  It was the new way to strengthen and push his magic to grow, instead of a straight hour a night before bed, per Cassandra.  That way his growth in power didn’t suffer while he also was never low on power, too low perhaps to do his guard duties if an emergency came up.
The second distraction was casting detect poison before the queen or princess ate or drank anything.  He knew Lia was doing the same thing, but it was something to do besides stare at the wall.  That also came up more than he thought it would, they drank tea or wine almost all day long, outside of meals.  It also became clear to him they had food tasters, so if he wasn’t present for the prince’s afternoon glass of juice, or whatever, chances were that it wouldn’t be poisoned.  At least, if it was poisoned, the taster would die, not the prince.
Still, boredom was better than excitement and death, when it came to real life and guarding the royal family.  Or so he kept reminding himself.
During meals they ate with the royal family, but they did so standing up, with simple meals that could be held in one hand.  At least it was good food, usually wrapped up in thin but soft and moist bread.
It was with great relief, when the end of the day came.  After dinner, they were led to the princess’s suite of rooms.  It was tastefully done in his opinion, there was plenty of indications of wealth, but the rooms were warm, not cloying.
The outer room was a receiving room, that contained a few couches, a small table and chairs, as well as some portraits of family on the walls that were done by a very talented artist.  The outer bedroom came next.  It was a very large room, but the four beds in it made it looked a little small and cramped, although they were modest in size.  Each bed had a small cedar wardrobe with drawers on the bottom next to it, so they unpacked their bags. 
There was also a vertically folding privacy screen with elaborate designed patterns of color on it, with a tub behind it, and some upholstered chairs.  All the colors were neutral to feminine in the room, but not so much that it made Olin uncomfortable.
He also figured he’d be spending a lot of time alone in the outer room with the royal guards posted there, while the three women mages bathed, privacy screen or not he felt that pushed the boundaries of propriety too far.  He was already uncomfortable enough sleeping in the same room as three female mages, one of them being a woman he held abundant desire for and meant to spend the rest of his life with. 
Lia was a constant temptation for him, he’d probably explode if he was in the same room when she was naked and soaped up in hot water, privacy screen or not.
He also figured by the smirk on her face in that moment, she knew the general direction of his thoughts in that moment, and she found them amusing.  He also wasn’t the only one tempted.
Although they could all use magic to stay clean, hot water and soap could be mentally cleansing as well.  He was sure it would come up a few times over the next four weeks at least, if not every day.
He wasn’t sure what Princess Vida’s inner bedroom looked like.  When they’d arrived in the rooms, just Lia and Carolynn had checked to make sure the inner room was secure before allowing the princess to retire alone for the night, while he and Karina had remained with the princess to guard her for those short few moments.
Regardless, for the first time that day the four of them had privacy, and no longer needed to hold their tongues.
Lia said, “Interesting first day.  We should probably discuss ideas and observed shortfalls from the day’s events.”
He replied, “No life mages, is the obvious one.  It’s up to Lia and I to make sure they aren’t poisoned.  That is a shortfall with the prince, though the princess seems to spend all of her time with the queen to keep up with things in the kingdom, so hopefully won’t be a problem there.”
It was pretty assured with his wards running, that even if he himself missed an infiltrator bent on causing harm his wards wouldn’t.  if anyone meant violence, his shields would be activated clueing him into the problem.
Karina grinned, “Water mages can check drinks, but I agree it’s a problem.”
Carolynn shrugged, “We can only do what we can, and they have food tasters for when we aren’t present.”
He nodded, “True, but the assassins got around that problem with the king, didn’t they?”
Lia said reasonably, “It is a shortfall, but Carolynn’s also right, it’s not something we can fix, we just need to be aware of it and do the best we can.”
Lia seemed to be in a better mood, generally speaking.  Not that she’d been short with him at all, but he knew she’d been very worried about her parents being stationed at the village guarding that pass.
He guessed that was probably because of having such recent, up to date, and complete information on the war.  They might not have been able to speak, but they could listen, and Lia must be fairly confident her parents weren’t in serious danger, at least not that day.
He sighed, “Another shortfall, is us.”
Karina looked at him sharply, but Lia and even Carolynn looked amused as they waited for him to expand on that.
He said, “None of us have done this before, and although today gave us a decent idea what to expect, who’s to say the princess doesn’t have separate duties on some days.  The mission was assigned to us just last night, we didn’t even have a chance to get a briefing outside of the meet and greet in the castle front courtyard.  None of us are familiar with the layout of the castle, nor do we know any of the emergency procedures from the royal guard side.  I imagine most of the time, at least half the mages on this detail would have done it before and be more than able to mentor the rest.  We have no lead to follow.
“Of course, we’re not exactly in terrible shape.  No non-mage threat will get past us, or likely even past the royal guard, and we’ll feel any enemy mages coming a mile away.  It’s just our lack of knowledge will add confusion in an emergency situation, because we won’t be sure what to do outside of the vague plan to protect the princess from harm, and that’s never a good thing and helps our enemies.”
About all they did know was the rules to keep their mouths shut, and never leave their charge.
Karina nodded sharply, “He’s not wrong, but there’s not much we can do about it.”
He shook his head, “No, just another of the be aware that the shortfall exists, kind of thing.”
Lia smirked, “Not entirely true, the not being able to do something about it part, I mean.  We could invite the royal guards in the outer room to join our conversation, and pick their brains, go over scenarios.”
He grinned, “Good idea, if they’ll leave their post.”
It turned out they wouldn’t, leave their posts that is, even if it was just one room away, but they did send a page to fetch a couple of royal guards that were off duty that night.  The royal guards hadn’t exactly looked confident in their obvious inexperience, but at the same time they’d been pleased by the mages’ efforts to compensate for that gap.
While they waited for those guards to arrive, they continued their brainstorm session.
Lia asked, “Any more shortfalls?”
Karina sighed, “Probably, the most dangerous ones, the ones we haven’t encountered or realized even exist yet.  Hopefully your idea to talk to the guards will take care of those as well.”
Carolynn agreed, “Nothing right now, no.”
Lia smirked, looked around the room, “Personal problems or expectations?”
Karina looked at him guiltily, “Sorry, Olin, but while we’re all new to the castle, you’ve never even been on a mission before,” she turned to Lia, “You’re rather young too Lia, but you’ve been on missions the last six months, and grew up in the tower.”
Lia nodded, “As you saw yesterday morning when he took down three fire mages on his own, with multiple times his experience.  He’s quite handy with that sword.  He’s also a natural when it comes to magic, his only real lack is his power, and as you said his experience.”
He interjected, “I’ll follow your lead, because it’s the smart play, but inexperienced doesn’t mean stupid, my ideas will be heard if it isn’t an emergency situation requiring immediate action.”
Karina shook her head, “That’s not what I meant.  Although that’s a concern too, and I’m happy to hear you’ll be so reasonable.  The real world is different than the arena, no matter how much you enjoy the visceral experience there in the end the violence there is harmless.  A game.  A serious game maybe, but at the end of the day everyone lives and goes back to their towers.  You’ve still to face the first time when you have to choose to take a life to save your own, or to save another mage or innocent.
“It’s not an easy decision to make.  Taking a life changes you, and despite knowing it’s the right action to take, to end life in defense of yourself and others, people can still falter in that moment.  Hesitate.  Especially on the second one.  They say your first kill is the hardest, well, they are wrong.  It’s the second one that’s hardest, after you’ve taken a life the first time, and it hits you what you’ve done.  To make that decision again based on morals and beliefs, against the emptiness in your soul the act creates.”
He frowned, “I won’t hesitate.”
Lia shook her head, “I haven’t either.  None of my missions have been violent, or have needed violence, but that won’t stop me if it’s the right thing to do.”
Carolynn sighed, “Both of you tell us that again, when it happens.”
Maybe they were right, he couldn’t know until it came up, but he didn’t think so.  If he hesitated it could put Lia in danger.  He’d take the life of someone evil intending to kill the princess, for the princess and the royal family as well, even Carolynn and Karina he would safeguard zealously as members of his team.  But… for Lia, his whole being would cry out against putting her in danger, he’d do anything to safeguard her life, lie, cheat, steal, die, and kill, and he knew she’d do the same for him.
Of course, that motivation was deeply personal, and he wasn’t about to share it with two strangers, mages on his team or not.  He wasn’t sure they’d believe it anyway, that they would think it would matter when he was faced with that decision for the first time.
In truth, he didn’t want to take a life, but often that was the only option when greedy and ambitious people ruled kingdoms.  War, assassination, all those things had to be stood against.  Appeasing evil was impossible, and to live as a willing victim would be worse and truly destroy a person’s soul.  A harmed soul from taking a life was clearly the lesser of two evils, and intentions did matter.
Karina shrugged, “It’s a concern, but like I said, it doesn’t mean I don’t think you’re not competent, I know you are.  If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be here, even without all the masters not in the competition this past month.”
Carolynn said, “Moving on.  I’m used to unconventional sleeping arrangements from past missions, anyone concerned about that?”
Karina shook her head, “Not in the least, though he needs to step out when we bathe.”
He nodded, “I already decided that, it won’t be a problem.  Just don’t forget to come get me when you’re done.”
Lia giggled.
Carolynn sighed, looked him over, and said mock regretfully, “I suppose we can do the same for him.”
Lia mock glared, as if to say hands off, but he knew she really wasn’t jealous.  Cross tower relationships weren’t allowed, even if he hadn’t been completely hers at that point anyway.
Karina grinned at him salaciously, “Our Lia has done rather well for herself, hasn’t she?”
The door knocked, thank the gods, before their conversation deteriorated even further.
They stayed up around another hour, going over various procedures based on the level of threat.  The only time they wouldn’t be surrounding the princess and leaving quickly when an attacker was taken down, was if it was a magical attack.  They learned most attempts at assassination, outside of poisoning, were two-fold, and the first attacker was usually a distraction, if a deadly one.  So, leaving quickly for the royal apartments which were locked down better than most vaults, was one of their counters for that.
They also agreed on somewhat of a pecking order, they’d all follow Carolynn’s lead as the oldest and most experienced in an emergency situation.  But, if any one of them shouted a counter order that order would be obeyed, under the assumption they noticed something Carolynn didn’t which would make her orders dangerous in some way.
However, if that option was abused or used frivolously, there’d be an accounting later.
Carolynn had also agreed to follow the lead of the senior royal guard.  Not for combat of course, the guards didn’t know their capabilities, but during a protective retreat they’d know the best route through the castle to take.
The four of them went to bed that night a little surer about their jobs, and what actions to take during various possible attacks. 
It was a little disturbing for him to sleep with anyone in the same bedroom, much less three attractive women one of which he as insanely in love with.  Despite that, he used his disciplined mind to shut down any temptations or distracting thoughts, which was ironically made easier with Carolynn and Karina in the room acting as a foil to any temptations he and Lia may have held.
It also helped to remind himself he was still on duty, even in that moment, and they had to stay focused on keeping Princess Vida safe.




Chapter Three
The morning sky was a warm blue, but the sun wasn’t even visible yet as they woke up, cast a few hasty hygiene spells, and followed the young princess out of the suite with still waking minds.  He cast an extra spell that morning, once he’d been able to focus enough to find the right rod in his pockets, which cleared his mind of sleepiness and let him focus on their surroundings, the rest of the team, and his charge.
He’d made a bad assumption last night given breakfast time for the royal family yesterday, and so had the three ladies on his team.  The princess started her day at the crack of dawn, they should’ve sought sleep sooner themselves, but instead had spoken late into the night about group tactics during scenarios, and to get to know each other a little better.  It’d never occurred even once to them to ask the royal guards about the princess’s wake up time last night, which in hindsight was stupid.
Still, it was hard to regret the time spent. He was a lot more confident they wouldn’t be contributing to the confusion of a surprise attack of some kind if or when one took place.  He was just… tired.  He’d live.
The princess herself wasn’t in one of her court dresses. She was dressed in riding leathers.  She looked good, and was perhaps surprisingly in shape, which was why it wasn’t all that shocking when she led the four mages to the royal guard courtyard behind the castle, and she picked out a practice sword.
With the sun on the horizon, all they saw on the ground were shadows from the walls and the vast castle itself, but the lighting was still more than good enough to spar.
He was curious, but held his tongue, his questions would be answered in the long term if he just watched. 
So, for the first hour of the day he was amazed at the prowess of the young princess as she stood head to head with the blade masters of the royal guard.  She moved fast, with authority, grace, confidence, and seemed to enjoy the activity given the smiling raptor’s gaze she wore on her face as she disarmed her opponent.
They must’ve put a sword in her hand before she could walk.  That, superb training, and the obvious hard work on her part, all led him to the estimation that she was much better than he was, and that without magic he’d lose.  He was experienced enough to know the royal guardsmen and guard-women she sparred with weren’t giving her any slack at all due to her station.
That was true for any of the blade masters in the courtyard, that he’d lose without magic.  He was just surprised to see it from the princess, and he tried to adjust his thoughts to this new reality.  It wasn’t about her being a woman, it was about her being royal, he’d expected her to be a bit spoiled, but that clearly wasn’t the case.
Entitled perhaps, maybe a little self-important, but not lazy or spoiled at all.  He also had to admit the royal family made good rulers, they weren’t hard on the commoners at all, while lawbreakers were dealt with firmly and quickly, and they were well liked.  At least in Reton itself, outside of the fire, death, and air mage towers at any rate.  He suspected she would follow in her parent’s footsteps in that way.  Over the last day, he’d seen her not overly notice servants, but neither was she cruel or indifferent to those below her station, which said a lot about her, didn’t it?
Her martial competence would also make her easier to guard.  The first few moments in any surprise encounter were critical, and he felt it was a lot more likely she’d react like a warrior in those first few split-seconds, and preserve her own life for that first moment affording the guard and his team the time to put down the threat.
Hell, if the princess wore a sword with her court dresses, she’d probably do a good job of that last herself. In retrospect, it made a lot of sense, she’d be facing assassins for the rest of her life, much like any leader would.  He wished he could join the practice, and knew he’d miss his sword practices over the next month, but for him he was on duty for the next twenty-seven days.
That was another part of his training that was inconvenienced with his sudden rise to mage, there’d be more missions after that.  His sword training would suffer.  Still, he could at least do his sword forms, most missions weren’t guarding missions, and he could afford an hour to himself a day for that kind of thing.  As for that moment, he’d have to be happy that there was an alternate magical training method to grow his magic, at least that growth wouldn’t suffer.
Speaking of which, he got started on that.  Five minutes every hour, for twelve hours, each day.
Vida was flush, covered in sweat, and smiling widely as they headed back up to her suite.  After Lia and Karina checked her inner suite, the princess disappeared inside with a couple of ladies’ maids, and then came back out transformed into the soft princess he’d met yesterday in about an hour, just in time for that late breakfast.  She had on an elaborate court dress that was quite voluminous in the skirts, the color somewhere between purple and rose pink that had subtle gradations, getting slightly darker from neckline to ankle.
He suddenly suspected she had a weapon or two stashed in those layers of flowing skirt, and then had to suppress a chuckle.  That was something to get used to as well, even the last few months of his mostly solitary existence, he was far from used to holding his tongue all the time.
In fact, he wasn’t quite sure why this job was so coveted, and if he’d ever want to win another competition again.  Oh, it was interesting enough, he was sure, getting to hear all the latest news of Reton in the royal court, and a safer job than most, but the limitations of speech and movement were stifling.
He got his first interesting news later that morning.
He couldn’t imagine approaching the throne wasn’t intimidating for people.  The prince was off somewhere getting lessons, but both the queen and princess were on the thrones, which were large, golden, and looked quite uncomfortable as they sat upon a dais.  There were four royal guards stationed at the public entrance of the room, as well as two more at the back entrance to the private parts of the castle.
Then there were four more royal guards along each of the adjacent walls.  If that wasn’t enough, there were also seven mages fairly close to the dais.  They were on the princess’s side, while Sienna, Justin, and Amanda were on the queen’s.  They weren’t on the dais, but they were close.
The seneschal announced, “Master mage Tanner, your majesty.”
Mage Tanner, in his red robes, swept into the room and walked boldly up to the dais, stopping just fifteen feet away or so.  The tower mage he disliked the most had a smarmy smile on his face, and it was at that point he wondered if he might not like this job after all.  Firsthand information on the enemy and all that, and he hardly knew the man that seemed to dislike him so much, for some reason he couldn’t quite grasp, even if he knew the source of it.
Queen Delphine nodded regally in greeting, “Master Tanner, to what do we owe the pleasure?”
Mage Tanner said, “Your Majesty.  I wished to inform you that we plan to open a gate to Sleekfalls in two days.  If you have reinforcements or supplies you can move quickly, we can get it there.  Mages Garen and Talia will also ensure any maimed soldiers from the fighting will be sent back through to our side as well.”
Mages Garen and Talia were Lia’s parents, and the ones in charge of the mage efforts down there.  He was both eager and a little intimidated to meet them.  As far as he was concerned, his mind was decided, and he thought Lia’s was as well, but if Garen disapproved of their courting and eventual handfasting in the future, it would make things a lot more difficult.
By tradition, the father had the right of first refusal, but there was some leeway in that.  The last thing he’d ever do is disrespect Lia’s permission to court her since he already had it.  Sure, there was a little self interest in that, he loved her to distraction, but there was also respect.
As for the last part, life mages could do miracles, and heal even mortal wounds if not immediately deadly, but they couldn’t regrow limbs.  He suspected he could do that, if he put his mind to creating a spell for it.  But… it was too risky, he couldn’t save everyone as hard as that was, and he couldn’t help anyone at all, if revealing he was a mystic got him killed.  Maybe that was sophistry, or cowardice, but he didn’t think so, not when Cassandra so assiduously avoided the subject.
The queen replied, “That is welcome news, I’ll send word after discussing it with my generals.  I am curious however, it’s only been two days since the battle started?”
He suppressed a smile, as he realized she was essentially asking him why he was opening a gate at all, since they’d done so three days ago to send all the masters and half the other mages down there.  They shouldn’t need relief or supplies for at least a month, maybe two.  Since it was a week trip to the border, that seemed to mean normal transportation would suffice.
Then he saw something he’d have sworn he’d never see, Tanner smiled charmingly at the queen.  Or at least, the master mage tried, but it came out more like a grimace.
Tanner replied, “The situation just days past was an emergency of sorts, your majesty, and I regret to say that in our haste to comply with your wishes and secure Sleek pass, we sent all our masters and our choices of the other mages were determined by who was on the top of the current duty list.  While expedient, it was perhaps hasty and a mistake to do it that way. 
“Some mage disciplines are better for war than others, and some personalities are more suited.  We are recalling some of those poor choices, and we’re sending replacements, so the overall number of a hundred mages on duty at the pass will stay the same.  All will serve the effort of course, if in different ways.”
It sounded reasonable, but all his alarms were going off, Tanner was lying.  Or perhaps Tanner was just hiding other truths. That didn’t make the man’s true plans evil either, just secret. 
Was he not guilty of the same thing, keeping his true abilities hidden from all but Lia and Cassandra, all while he served faithfully and stood behind his oath to the royal family?
He wasn’t the only one, it seemed the queen wasn’t wholly satisfied with that answer given her expression, but she didn’t press the matter either.  Politics at work, that he perhaps didn’t entirely understand.  She could order the full truth, but perhaps it wasn’t worth antagonizing Tanner over, considering she was already in charge.  Or it could be simple respect for her subject’s right to some privacy?  In short, maybe it was just the queen wasn’t a tyrant.
“The location of the portal?” she asked.
Tanner replied diffidently, “I’ll leave that up to you, your majesty.  If you have no supplies or relief, we can do it on our ground and make arrangements to move the maimed, if there’s a lot to be sent, we can do it in the back courtyard of your castle.  That might be easier than ferrying the supplies, weapons, and troops to the tower first.”
She nodded, “Very well, we are grateful.  Was there anything else, Master Tanner?”
The twitch of annoyance in Tanner’s cheek for the queen’s dismissive tone was worth every hour of boredom he’d had so far, and quite likely for the rest of the assignment.  Maybe guarding the royal family wasn’t such a bad gig after all, and he began to see the appeal.
He never claimed he didn’t have moments of pettiness, and Tanner’s intense dislike of him was returned in kind.  Mostly because of the injustice of it. He really hadn’t done anything wrong, and even if he had meant the picnic as mocking, which he hadn’t, it wasn’t worth all the angst Tanner had managed to send his way the last four months. Nor was it worth the way Tanner had gotten him promoted early like the bastard had.
Tanner bowed low, then said, “No, your majesty.  Thanks for your consideration.”
The queen waved her hand by the wrist only, “You have my leave to go.”
Tanner turned and marched out.
Princess Vida even looked a bit startled at her mother’s casual dismissal of such an important man, but she cleared her face quickly into a mask of royalty.
The morning court continued until lunchtime.  There were a few judgements for nobles that had crossed some lines, generally coin fines, and then they broke for lunch.  He already knew from yesterday, that the afternoon would be spent in the war room.




Chapter Four
He ate his lunch, his focus a little scattered, though he did retain enough to pay attention to who was coming in and out of the room.  He also kept casting detect poison, as new goblets of wine and other food and drink seemed to continually stream into the room.  He knew it wasn’t really like that, but it felt like it.
He also shared a few looks with Lia. It didn’t seem she was any happier being in his presence and forced to treat each other so professionally all the time either.  He was barely even paying attention to the conversation at the table, it felt too much like eavesdropping, even if his oaths would ensure his silence on whatever he heard.
At least, until his subconscious heard Vida’s next words, and he did start to listen.
Vida asked, “Why were you so dismissive of Tanner, mother.”
Delphine sighed, “He’s up to something.  When have you ever known him to come alone to court, to speak to us?”
There was silence for a moment, as Vida actually thought it through.
Vida replied, “Never.  He is always attended by another mage, usually one of the other tower masters, but at the very least two of his own master fire mages.  Of course, all the latter would be in Sleekpass right now.”
Delphine nodded, “It smacks of chicanery.  His excuse for opening another gate so soon while possible, could’ve waited.  The mages hate opening portals, because it drains them for hours, to do so twice in the span of nine days is suspicious.”
Vida frowned, “Do you think he intends trouble for us?”
The queen paused for a moment, then shook her head, “Doubtful, though we shouldn’t rule it out or make assumptions.  Tanner does have aspirations that way, but he’s held in check by the four towers loyal toward us.  We’ll have them make the portal here, with a lot of extra guards around, and maybe we can sniff out his true purpose.  At the same time, one of us should be present, it will be good for morale with maimed coming back from the front lines, to show we do care.
“I suspect whatever he’s up to, it’s some internal bickering, the mage tower masters are always at each other’s throats.  I was just letting him know I didn’t appreciate being used in whatever scheme he has cooked up.  At the same time, I do suspect it will be useful to us, even if the pass isn’t in imminent danger of falling to the enemy, which is why I went along with it anyway.”
Vida tilted her head, “You think he came alone, so when we send the note, he can tell the other masters the portal was your idea?  That’s childish.”
Delphine laughed in amusement, and then replied in an almost self-mocking tone of voice, “Children, nobles, and mages, very much alike.  We all want to get our way.” 
He made a strangled noise to control his own laugh as the princess giggled, fortunately no one called him on it, but Lia did grin at him and roll her eyes.
The queen continued, “But yes, that’s exactly what I think, like a small child playing his parents against one another.  He probably wants that portal for reasons of his own, that only benefits him, and he simply didn’t want to get outvoted bringing it up in mage council, so he used me to make it compulsory.”
Vida nodded, “I will attend mother, and I’ll make sure those families are taken care of.”
Delphine nodded approvingly, “Be careful, if you notice anything odd that could be a threat, I want you to leave immediately.  While it’s the obvious explanation, that could be a red herring.”
“Yes, mother.”
He managed to finish his lunch without any more incidents of outburst, though it was a struggle for a while there. 
That afternoon, as he’d suspected, the queen and princess went to the war room, while the young prince went his own way for more training and education.  The war room was large enough to accommodate close to forty people.  There was a very large table covered with papers, and maps hanging on three of the four walls. 
The map getting the most attention that afternoon was of the Caincea Range, which were the mountains creating the natural border between the Vemor Empire, and the kingdom of Reton.  There were six known passes, four of them suitable for moving wagon trains and armies.  Although Sleekpass, the village named for Sleek pass, the actual pass, was the location of the enemy’s main thrust that could change to any of the other three.  So far, for the last few months anyway, there hadn’t been more than small skirmishes between small scouting companies at the other three.
The current losses were horrifying to him, but at the same time he knew intellectually they were an acceptable number of losses in war.  Both armies were at a stalemate, as Reton’s forces and mages held the enemy at the bottleneck of the pass.  Should the enemy win through and gain a foothold, the face of the war would change and become much worse.
So far, it was going well enough, but the generals were arguing while the queen listened, and he found military theory as fascinating as he found it disturbing.
The main thrust of the argument was they could hold the pass indefinitely, but they couldn’t end the war defensively.  While agreeing partially, the other general believed that Vemor hadn’t fully committed to war and was just testing their defenses.  As long as they held, the emperor of Vemor would eventually call off the war altogether if they were patient, deciding that Reton was too prepared for them to win with acceptable losses.
He wasn’t sure what to think.  They both made good points, depending on the enemy’s level of commitment.  Obviously, the empire wanted to expand, and annex Reton to claim the whole of the northwest of the continent, but the empire was also patient.  They’d been expansionists for many generations, and he knew sometimes the timing for war would be better served by waiting a generation.
General Hal held the first point of view, “You’re assuming they haven’t committed, but an offensive sortie through another pass, and on their infrastructure and supplies, will work in either scenario.  They’ll see were strong and back off, committed or not.  Merely holding the line, only works if you’re right about their intentions not being set in stone.”
General Anson shook his head, “Except, if they’re just testing us, and we sortie, that could stiffen their spines and make them fear counter invasion.  They have a lot more troops, and they can move them all to our southern border.”
General Hal snorted, “If they did that, their newly conquered territories would rebel.”
It was also obvious to him, though the queen was supremely confident about many things, and in her rule when it came to her people, she was also indecisive when it came to how to win the war, or at least put an end to it for a time.
He was glad it wasn’t his decision.
The queen asked, “General Anson, what would you suggest?”
He said, “A small fast-moving company would do the best behind enemy lines, with orders not to engage large forces.  They’d move through one of the two passes surrounding Sleek pass, and then take on slash and burn missions.  Crops, wagon trains of supplies, that kind of thing.  It’d make things very uncomfortable for the enemy army if we foul their logistics.”
She asked, “Hal?”
General Hal said, “That’s what I would do as well, if the enemy is committed to an all or nothing war.  They haven’t convinced me of that yet.”
She tilted her head, “And what would it take to convince you?  Them attacking through several passes?  Or after they break through and burn Sleekpass to the ground?”
General Hal flushed, “It’s only been three days since the thrust started, your majesty.  I think if they’re still trying to break through a week or two from now, that would be proof enough this isn’t a simple test of arms and we should follow general Anson’s advice.  This one battle could be the decision maker for them, either way.  But if we start burning out farmers, and killing their blacksmiths and merchant caravans, it could force their hand to commit to a long bloody war, simply as a matter of honor.  A foolish reason to war perhaps, but history shows the empire can be like that.
“I think showing a little patience for a week of holding fast, and our soldiers will hold that pass, could possibly save a lot of lives in the long run.  If I’m wrong, we lose very little, and can go on the offensive in two weeks.”
Anson snorted, but held his tongue when the queen stared him down.
Delphine said, “Hold the course for now.  I’ll give it one week.  Sorry for the pointed question general, but I wanted your unvarnished advice.”
Anson opened his mouth, but Delphine held up her hand, and he closed it.
Delphine continued, “I also want you to make arrangements and plans, set up those small companies, one at each of the three remaining easily accessible passes.  If the enemy changes tactics, grows more aggressive somewhere else, or the fighting grows worse, I’ll authorize them to go early.  In short, get it all ready, but hold them on our side of the passes until the word is given, understood?”
Anson nodded.
Delphine said, “I’m willing to spend a week’s time, and very little else, to bet on Hal being right.”
Anson replied, “I understand, and it will be done, your majesty.”
Delphine nodded, “Now, what news of our scouts to the east?”
Anson reported, “No change.  I don’t think they’ll start a war with us, not unless we start losing badly.”
Hal agreed, “Their mages have never been as strong as ours, and if they weaken us, they could wind up being surrounded on all sides by the empire.”
That was interesting information he hadn’t heard of before, and he wondered why Reton’s mages were stronger.  So much so he almost opened his mouth and asked, but he caught himself before he did so.




Chapter Five
It was almost a perfect moment.  She felt so good in his arms, and her lips were so soft against his, and he was inundated by her feminine and alluring scent.  When they broke the kiss, they both smiled widely.
It was early evening, and the royal family was together for dinner.  As promised, they were all getting little breaks in the evening, an hour each for five of them at a time, while the other five guarded all three, with the royal guards of course.  It was an important thing he was coming to realize, being able to decompress for a few minutes a day and let down their guards.  It would make them more efficient in the long run.
He stared into her sparkling cerulean eyes, and he made no move to let her out of his embrace.  He had it bad for the love of his life.
“Hi.”
She giggled, “Hi back.  This is harder than I thought it’d be, but still better than being away from you so often.”
He nodded, “Keeping quiet isn’t easy.”
She snickered, and teased, “At least I didn’t laugh at the queen.”
He cleared his throat, “Laugh, at the queen’s, joke.  A subtle but important distinction.”
She grinned, “Sure it is.”
He kissed her again, doing a rather thorough job of it, then changed the subject, “Dreston mages are weaker?”
She tilted her head, “I suppose I can let that go, did you think to dazzle me with that kiss, so I’d stop teasing you?”
He laughed, “Maybe?”
She giggled, “Yes.  We don’t know why.  Though there’s been a lot of speculation it’s the towers somehow.  The towers are teaming with their own magic, and permanent spells, as you know and feel when we’re at home.  Even if that’s right, we don’t know the cause of it, neither how the spells are possible, nor why our mages grow stronger.
“Their mages go through a similar length growth period, and they continue to grow their whole lives as they practice, just not as quickly as we do as far as the magic gains.  Their high-end mages are about equal to our average ones, and their average ones are about equal to a nine-month apprentice with twelve or more doubling growth weeks left to go.”
He smirked, “So, I’m still the weakest full mage ever on the planet.”
She snorted, “Only because your growth period isn’t over.  You’re actually on the mid to high end of average that way, if things prove out at the same rate.”
She paused, and then smirked, “You’ll just never be as strong as me.”
He laughed, not caring all that much about it.  Even glad she’d be the one taking over the tower, sometime in the far future he hoped, Cassandra was still young.  His ambitions lay in other directions, and he thought he’d wind up strangling the other tower mages if he got stuck in council meetings all the time.  He was a patient man in a lot of ways, but not when it came to politics.
“Vemor’s mages?”
She nodded, “Similar to us, and as far as we know they don’t have towers similar to ours either.  They have several mage schools, one in each province.  That argues it’s not our towers, but perhaps it is whatever makes our towers able to have permanent magic.”
That information he very much cared about, he was curious, to know the truth of it.  That seemed unlikely, however.  Even if he got access to the underground rooms one day, any proof would be indirect at best.  He wondered why the mystics of the past had kept it a secret, because surely they’d known the truth of it.
Of course, the best way to keep a pile of gold safe was simply to keep it a secret.  Then it’d be safe under the bed in a canvas sack, if no one knew it was there, no one would try to steal it.  If the world knew that secret, perhaps mages from other kingdoms would be constantly trying to unseat them and claim their home.  It was the only explanation he could imagine.  That, or a similar reason, to keep their own mages in line.
She said, “I’m hoping the next mission takes us south, so I can introduce you to my parents.  It’s doubtful though, new mages and apprentice mages don’t get to go to war zones, as a rule.”
He nodded, “Either way, just a couple of more months.”
Her face darkened, “Assuming the war ends.  The council might extend my parents’ mission, rather than risk a change of authority mid-war.”
He caressed her face, and then ran his hands through her silken blonde hair.  She calmed slightly, but he could tell she was still worried.  There was nothing he could really do about that though, outside of be there.
He had a leap of thought in his mind.
“The strongest mages, like you, on the high end of power, were they all raised in the towers?”
She frowned, “I’m not sure.  I think so.  Everyone on the council is above average like me, master level power in their twenties and beyond that.  It’s one of the reasons they were elected by their guild when the opening came up.  There’re maybe twenty others like me, outside of the council, a small percentage of the six hundred mages.  A lot more than that grew up in the tower, which would be almost half of us.  That definitely contradicts that theory as a full answer, but us growing up and living at the towers may be one of the reasons.
“Another commonality they… we have, is two mage parents.  But there’s a lot of average mages from that too.  There’s no definitive difference in how we were raised or where, not that we know of, so it spawns a lot of speculation, and not many answers.  Personally, I think it’s both of those things, some mages are just born with more magic potential, a fortuitous genetic pairing by chance, and the towers and magic there ensure that stronger magic is developed and not wasted.  I couldn’t prove it though.”
He said, “Not all siblings have equal power though.”
She shrugged, “The queen’s daughter has her blue eyes, while the prince takes after his father with green.  Genetic chance, maybe only one in four children will have the capacity of greater magic from any couple capable of producing one in the first place.”
He nodded, “You lost me.  Genetic?”
She grinned impishly, “The shared library.  You should read more, ignorant village boy.”
He snorted, “Yes, maam.”
She sighed softly, “I love you, Olin.  So much it scares me at times, even as it fills my heart with joy.”
He grinned, “Even if I’m an ignorant…” he broke off as she stepped on his foot, hard.
“That was a moment,” she informed him dryly.
He laughed, “Love you too, Lia.”
She smirked, “You’re the smartest man I know, Olin.  Your grasp of our magic is better than most in their thirties.  Ignorance is fixable, stupidity isn’t.  You know I was just teasing, anyway.”
He nodded, “I know.  I love that about you, it keeps me honest.  Plus, life is never dull with you around.”
She snickered, “What do you think of Karina and Carolynn.”
He tilted his head, “They’re good people, if it wasn’t for the rules, they might make good friends.  As it is, I think they’re good allies, even if they’re not all that sure about us because of how young we are.  I think it helps that the life, water, and earth towers have always been closer allies to the rune tower.”
The death, fire, and air towers not so much, but even death and air shared some common ground.  He wondered if the fire element and mages were just more disposed to runaway ambitions, but he doubted it was that simple, he suspected it was just the way Tanner led them.  Life was messy, and simple absolute theories were almost always wrong.
She nodded, “Agreed.  Keeping up with your practice?”
He replied, “So far, yes.”
For the rest of the hour off, they focused on more personal things.  They even managed a few words on occasion, between the kissing and staring into one another’s eyes.  He never did let her out of his arms on their break, and she didn’t seem to mind that fact in the least.
The rest of his first week followed a similar schedule.  Up at the crack of dawn for the princess’s sword practice.  Followed by breakfast, morning court, lunch, afternoon war room and more court, dinner with a break, and then back on duty even as things wound down in the evening and they sought out their beds.  He also kept up with his magic practice, the last thing he wanted to do was sabotage his own magical growth.
He’d wondered if being away from the tower would have its own effect, but it didn’t seem like it, as he’d doubled in power again over that first week.  Though it was a rather subjective measurement.  Perhaps it was simply because the castle was so close to the towers.  He did worry about next month, what if they were assigned something far away, and his growth suffered as a result?
The ladies had only bathed twice so far, kicking him out of the main room both times during that week, otherwise they used spells to keep themselves and their robes clean and presentable.  He hadn’t bothered at all, figuring it was easier to use magic than to bother kicking the three ladies out of the room.
The hour a day they got off definitely helped, but it wasn’t enough.  Which was probably why it was a month-long assignment only.  He imagined after another three weeks he’d be completely strung out and stressed out.  The royal guards on the other hand were numerous, and had three shifts, so there was plenty of down time for them to recharge.
He wondered why they didn’t just assign twenty mages in two shifts, or thirty in three, but then decided having one-month assignments meant only ten mages guarding the queen and her children, instead of thirty.  Plus, it was part of the incentive to make the top ten in the competitions, the top thirty just didn’t have as nice a ring to it.
A single month wouldn’t be too bad though, even with limited time off.  It also kept less mages tied up with keeping the royal family safe, and in having them available for other missions.  So it made sense from that angle.
The fighting at Sleekpass hadn’t gotten any worse, but neither had the enemy lessened the pressure of their attacks by one iota.  As the week deadline closed in, it started to seem more and more likely that the queen would give the go ahead to counterattack behind enemy lines.  He also thought the enemy couldn’t be stupid, and must have some other plan they’d launch eventually, because the pass’s defenses, soldiers, and mages appeared to be able to hold indefinitely from the reports he’d heard every afternoon.
Doing the same thing over and over, and expecting a different result, was insane.
All the death was senseless, or so it seemed to him.  Why weren’t they content with what they had?  Ambition made people stupid, at least when it wasn’t tempered by compassion. 
His own ambitions?  He wasn’t all that sure to be honest. He’d been living from day to day the last almost eight months, just a week short of that, outside of his ambition to marry the sexiest and smartest rune mage in existence.
He’d had life plans before, aspirations and ambitions to build a reputation and business as a blacksmith, and to start a family with Celane as soon as he had the coin to court her.  The abrupt change in his life at discovering he was a rune mage had temporarily short circuited his own ambitious personality.  In essence, he’d dove into his new life with a single-minded ferocity to learn, only to drown out that loss, of not only his lost future, but his mistaken beliefs that his life was ever truly under his control.
The last seven months, he’d been meeting goals of education, and trying to accept his new life.  Lia of course, weighed heavily in that for the last six months.  In short, his ambition was starting to wake up again, but he honestly wasn’t sure where to direct it.  Personally, that was easy enough, into Lia, and the future he hoped to have with her.  Handfasting, family, children, but that wasn’t enough, he needed a professional ambition to focus on.
He had no political ambitions at all, never had.  Perhaps one advantage to growing up in a small village.  He wasn’t stupid, he knew political power was effective, he just wasn’t interested in it.
Even if he had been, he knew he wasn’t suited for the ugly parts of being a tower master, and he wasn’t strong enough magically besides.  Part of his ambition was to become a blade master in truth, not just with the enhancements of magic to give him an edge over others.  The other was to build his magic as strong as he could.
As far as magic itself, he already understood everything he was allowed to, and he wasn’t holding his breath on being given access to the sub-floors of the towers to do research.  He also didn’t think making new spells they didn’t really need was a good risk, the dangers far outweighed the advantages in giving up his secret.
Besides, magical experimentation was outlawed, literally against the law.
But… all of those things in his professional life were less ambitions, and more survival skills and goals.  He had no real choice, not if he didn’t want to court death more than was necessary.  He had no choice at all as far as being a mage, and in serving in missions for the royal family and the council of mages who served under the queen.  It was for all intents and purposes, a compulsory job, a step short of slavery simply because he was being paid a monthly stipend.
That he thought the job was worth doing, and necessary, was quite beside the point.  He didn’t hate his new life, not at all, he enjoyed it.  But, that didn’t solve his problem.  He needed something more to focus that ambition on, and he started to feel a little trapped. 
Not in his personal life, but in his forced profession.  His personal life had plenty of ambitions that flowed from his own soul, rather than the laws, traditions, and rules.  Be a good father, and good husband to Lia if they went the distance as he rather suspected and hoped they would.  The personal side wasn’t the problem, and he felt a little selfish for wanting more.
He supposed he needed to come to terms with it, because it wouldn’t change.  Perhaps he just needed a hobby that set him apart, let him excel in his new world.  He certainly felt useful, both professionally and personally, there was pride and a good feeling in that. It wasn’t an empty pursuit, but there was nothing to extend himself toward in his professional life, it had all been mapped out and decided for him.  Sure, it wasn’t easy, and it took effort, but that was simple survival.
There was no… passion in it, like he felt in Lia and his personal life, it was at best a distraction and necessary.
He could be passionate about magic, he’d be lying if he said that wasn’t an attractive alternative, but to make it his ambition he’d need to reveal the truth of himself.
He also knew he wasn’t unique in that way, not everyone even liked their jobs, much less held ambitions toward them.  He imagined every mage at one time or another struggled with their lot in life, even if it was a much better life than most ever got on their world, it wasn’t one that they’d chosen.  They were born into it, and they were trapped in it.
Didn’t everyone wonder, that there had to be more to life, a bigger impact, a challenge to throw themselves into, at some point in their lives.  That, was living life.
He also wondered if his problem was simply built up in his head.  The past week he hadn’t done much more than pay attention to the world around him for threats.  He had a lot of time to think, perhaps too much time. He wasn’t learning about magic anymore and had far too much time to fritter away in idle thoughts, without even the input of his peers to ponder over as they weren’t supposed to talk.
Perhaps he could throw his ambition into the joint library, into knowledge itself, something separate from his daily job.  It certainly couldn’t hurt to become more familiar with the available knowledge of history and the sciences, as well as magical theories that were unproven.  He’d already learned a few things from that library, and it was rather fascinating.  It’d be something to do, and it’d also help him to keep up with Lia in their conversations, when they discussed things such as genetics.  Whatever a genetic was.




Chapter Six
The heat of the sun was sweltering that morning, the air denied them any comfort and was completely still and humid as they went out into the courtyard after breakfast.  Summertime was finally there to stay it seemed, and it didn’t help being dressed in leathers with robes over it.
Unlike the last seven days, there was a break in routine that morning as the princess headed out to witness the portal and greet the returning soldiers who had been maimed, while her mother the queen headed to hold court.  It was more than obvious to him the princess actually cared about the sacrifice Reton’s soldiers made, and that they and their families would be taken care of until the children were old enough to work for themselves.  Even then, the soldiers and their wives would receive a stipend for life if they couldn’t work at all.
He had to admit to himself, the more he learned about the royal family, outside the rules and traditions that set them higher in society, the more impressed he became by their rule.  The royal family and Reton was worth fighting for, the commoners in the Vemor empire weren’t nearly so prosperous.  Alternatively, it was also the more he despised Tanner, nothing was perfect, but he couldn’t imagine the mages doing any better.
Sure, he’d like more choices in his life to be his own, but that was complicated as well, and the solution for it didn’t have to be rebellion.  No, that was pure ambition born from a need for personal power, and it had nothing to do with their plight of forced service.  Not to his mind.
At first, he was surprised when the council itself showed up.  Cassandra gave him and Lia a brief smile of greeting while his mind turned on that fact.  He concluded gates were usually opened by master mages, and the council itself were the only master mages left in the city.  It took about twelve average mages working in concert to open a portal without exhausting themselves completely, half that would work too but the mages would be all but helpless afterward, but the seven on the council were all extremely powerful like Lia, plus with a whole lot more years to grow that power even further.
The seven of them should be able to power a portal easily enough, though it would make them weak for a time, for several hours, before their magic recovered fully.
The courtyard itself was stuffed with two companies of relief troops, as well as close to twenty royal guards.  As well as the council and about thirty other mages, presumably the ones that would be relieving the mages returning along with the maimed soldiers.  Once the portal was open things would move quickly, it’d only be open for a few minutes, and there were a lot of people to move both ways.
Princess Vida said, “We welcome the council to the castle, and this opportunity to send relief supplies and troops to the war front.”
The mage guild council bowed, or curtseyed as the case may be, four of the seven guild towers were run by mistresses after all.
Tanner replied, “Thank you, highness,” he looked around, “We might need a little more room, we’ll be receiving before sending.”
At Vida’s nod of approval, the companies tightened up a little bit, and they moved closer to the barracks behind the castle.  That freed up some more of the space in the center of the courtyard.
Tanner nodded, and he glanced at the other council members.  The gate spell was another spell that was common to all affinities and magic disciplines.  The seven of them moved into a circle, and at Tanner’s signal they all started to chant and move their arms in the same pattern, except for Cassandra of course, who used runes.  He could feel them being activated slowly, and her magic blending perfectly with the others.  The gate spell was extremely complicated, with a great number of runes to define the end product of the spell.
Cassandra could’ve powered it quicker, rune casting was much faster, but he realized it took skill for a rune mage to work a gate with the other disciplines.  She had to carefully match the activation of runes to coincide with the longer casting of the others for it to blend properly into one spell.
He frowned as he realized Tanner was putting much less magic into his end of things.  Just enough magic to keep his part of the spell active and in tune with the rest, to keep the joint spell-form stable as it built up.  It would keep him from being exhausted, and it’d exhaust the others even further.  They had no choice at that point, they had to make up the difference, or the spell would destabilize and likely explode.
Cassandra, Aubrey, Elisha, and Jace looked annoyed as they obviously noticed that too, but they didn’t look alarmed.  Perhaps they thought he was just being a selfish bastard.  They were very powerful, and six with a little help from Tanner would still be more than enough to power the spell. 
What clued him into the fact something was very wrong, was that Master Sun and Mistress Kaitlynn, of the death and air guilds, didn’t look annoyed or surprised by him holding back.  As if they’d been expecting it.  As if it was all part of the plan.  Had he finally persuaded his reluctant allies to take alarming steps?
He struggled on how to react for a moment.  Most mages needed detect magic running, to be able to detect such a fact, only mystics could detect magic, even if in a more limited way without a spell to do so.  It was clear to him that Lia, Carolynn, and Karina had no idea what was going on, and didn’t have an active detect magic spell.
Of course, he had his wards, but they’d be worthless and unable to detect the bad intentions of a shielded mage.  He wasn’t sure if it was worth waiting until they made a move, if indeed that’s what Tanner had planned.
His hesitation was about a lot of things.  He wasn’t supposed to talk, and he could only act against a clear threat.  The threat, if any, wasn’t all that clear at that moment.  Although he’d gotten used to being around the royal family the last week, he was still a bit in awe of them in some ways, the rulers of Reton.  In a lot of ways, he still thought of himself as a simple blacksmith at times.
What finally decided him was a mixture of the cat that got the cream look on Tanner’s face, along with the looks on the faces of some of the accompanying mages.  The fire mages in the crowd specifically, of which compromised a full fifteen of the twenty gathered besides the council, had a look of anticipation on their faces that didn’t quite match the occasion.  More the look they got right before a competition, than grave anticipation at the thought of receiving maimed men.
He still doubted, that look could have simply been an anticipation of testing themselves on the front lines against the mages and soldiers of Vemor, and not about the moment they were in at all.  But added to all the other oddities, Tanner himself, and him holding back his magic, he couldn’t not act.  Even if he was wrong, and it made him look like a jackass in front of everyone.  It was hard enough being taken seriously, at his young age, low power, and early promotion.
He said firmly, “Get the princess out of here, now.”
Lia looked surprised and froze, while Karina and Carolynn looked doubtful.
Fortunately, the royal guards didn’t even hesitate, wouldn’t hesitate, when it came to any question of the princess’s safety.  No matter how young or inexperienced the mage that gave the warning was.
That seemed to snap the other three out of it, and the four of them quickly followed behind as they moved quickly for the castle entrance.
Lia asked, “What the hell is going on?”
He sighed, “Call your mother, ask her about the portal today, and its purpose.”
Lia gave him a questioning look, but he felt her activate the air communication spell rune.
He couldn’t hear Talia’s answers as Lia asked a few pointed questions, but he knew it wouldn’t be good based on the blood draining out of his love’s face.  Fortunately, the spell was a long one, and they’d be halfway to the princess’s quarters before it was finished.
The princess herself looked confused, and more than a bit angry, but the anger dropped almost as soon as Lia started talking.
“My mother and father have no knowledge of a portal being opened today.  I fear Tanner’s intentions, he’s obviously been playing everyone.”
He shook his head, “Not Sun and Kaitlyn, they’re in the know.  I can’t say for certain, but he’s holding back his magic, which will further exhaust the others when the spell is finished.  He’ll be the only one with magic present.”
The princess asked, “What does that prove?”
He shrugged, “Nothing directly, except for the fact one of the greatest checks on his ambitions is he knows Cassandra, Aubrey, Elisha, and Jace would kick his ass if he reaches too far for power.  I believe the only purpose of the portal is to weaken all the other tower masters while he makes his move.  Whatever that move will be.  The portal might have a secondary purpose, if say a bunch of master mages of fire, death, or air just happened to be standing around where it opened up?  All speculation, sorry.  I’m just spitting out thoughts as they occur.”
The princess and the royal guards looked shell shocked for a moment.
Karina said, “You can’t be serious, he wouldn’t get away with it.”
He frowned, “The war gives him an opportunity he’s never had before.  All the master mages, the ones with greater power that could challenge or stop him, will be at the pass defending the kingdom.  They can’t abandon their posts, or Vemor could break through and get a foothold.   The only mages left in the capital that can oppose him in power, experience, and ability, are about to be drained and helpless.  I know I’m making a lot of assumptions, but as far as personal ambition he couldn’t have picked a better time to make his move against the royal family.
“We’ll know soon enough.”
Carolynn replied, “But after, he’d be stopped.”
He gave the princess an apologetic look, before turning to Carolynn, “By then, the royal family would be dead, all of our oaths would be nulled by their deaths, and the council would be in power, with him bringing back the title of chancellor as head of the council no doubt.  I don’t know his plan to avoid eventual justice for regicide, but he’s not stupid, he must have a plan.  We need to figure out how to keep the princess alive, we can’t face Tanner alone, much less if he does call in more master mages for the coup.”
Lia sighed, “Let’s hope you’re wrong, and his plan is something less startling.  Though, I don’t think you are.”
He searched through his pockets, while focusing, and found the right one as they entered the princess’s outer room.  He pulled it out, and powered the runes, the center of the room shimmered with light for a moment, then seemed to focus into a small-scale model of the center of the courtyard where the spell was just finishing up.  They’d made good time.
“Fire and air spell, to create an illusion of what’s happening real time, and to carry their words to us.”
Vida frowned, “You can use that to spy?”
He shrugged, “I’d have to be very familiar with the place I wanted to look in on.  If not for your sword practices every morning over the last week, this wouldn’t have worked.”
She still looked disturbed, for some reason he couldn’t discern, but they all went silent and watched as the portal formed and stabilized.
The six other mages looked exhausted, Tanner looked triumphant.
As he’d feared, twenty master fire mages came through the portal, as well as a handful of air and death master mages, two of the former, and three of the latter.
The two master air mages all barked a word of power as one, while waving their arms to complete the semantic part of the spell.  A wave of power blew out from the center of the courtyard, and every soldier and royal guard within range fell to the ground.  Only the shielded mages stayed awake and on their feet.
At the princess’s shocked and horrified gasp, Carolynn said softly, “They merely sleep, Princess.  I’ve seen that spell before.”
He hated it of course, but at least Tanner was trying for a bloodless coup.  Well, outside of the royal family that is.
Cassandra demanded, “What is the meaning of this, Tanner.”
Tanner smirked, “As if you don’t know, or haven’t already figured it out.  You know my opinions, and it was time to move.  Opportunities like this are once in a lifetime.  Any mages that would dare oppose us are either down south, or they’re drained of magic power at the moment.  The guardian mages on the royal family are all average mages, none will give us trouble when we take our rightful place as the rulers of Reton.”
Damn, he hated being right, but to be fair it wasn’t exactly a stroke of genius to figure out Tanner’s plan, once he’d realized there was a plan.  It was all pretty obvious to him.
Cassandra shook her head, “It’s a mistake.  The people fear and hate us.  The soldiers fighting to the south will lose heart and morale if the queen and princess they love and fight for is killed.  We could wind up being another annexed territory of the Vemor empire.”
Tanner snorted, “I don’t think so.  While it’s true they have no special love for us, they will fight for their families, their children and spouses, fathers and mothers.  We won’t make any changes that will affect them, but only to bring us freedom. The freedom of choice and to act as we see fit, that was stolen from us long ago.  The empire is cruel to its commoners, and the worst of two options.  The soldiers of Reton will not falter, even at the loss of their queen, and with an external enemy they won’t rebel either.”
Cassandra said, “You’re insane.”
Tanner sighed, “You will bend, or you will break, Cassandra.”
Cassandra replied, “I’ll never betray my oaths.”
Tanner smirked, “I know.  But your oath will expire with the royal family’s deaths.  There will no longer be an oath for you to uphold, and you will be free to choose.  You’ll have two choices at that point, keep your vote on the council, and continue to challenge me and make sure we rule justly.  I’ve quite enjoyed the challenge of our give and take over the years. 
“Or, you can die with the royal family.  I’d really rather see the former happen. I am not evil Cassandra, I’d not see one mage’s life taken this day, much less one of our precious few rune mages.  I know we don’t always get along, almost never, but I’d never be responsible for the end of one of our disciplines as mages.  Your proteges are safe as well, they won’t stand a chance against the masters I’ve brought in, and they will be spared.”
Cassandra shook her head, “I can’t agree to that.”
Aubrey said, “Nor I.”
Jace and Elisha just nodded in agreement, but they did so definitively, leaving no doubt as to their true opinion.  The other two looked entirely neutral to him, and he suspected Sun and Kaitlyn were hedging their bets, going along with Tanner’s plan, but leaving themselves an out in case he failed.
Tanner nodded knowingly, “I know, and I won’t ask you again, at least not until the royal family is dead and you’re freed from your oath.  Then you can agree to it, with a clear conscience.  Isn’t that wonderful of me, to protect your precious honor, and fully take on that stain by myself?  You really should have seen this coming, but your honor has blinded you.  I will not see our people enslaved for a moment longer.  Now be still, we have work to do.”
Tanner waved a hand, and the twenty-five master mages moved toward the castle.
Vida gasped, “Mother.”
A voice from the door said, “Is already here, the guards sent me word.”
Delphine turned to the four of them.
“What are our options, I caught the end of that, are you truly helpless against the master mages?”
He nodded slowly, “We can’t defeat them.  Even using their weaknesses against them as rune mages, they’re powerful enough to compensate for that advantage.  Even with Lia’s power, taking one of them would be a gamble and could go either way, much less all twenty-five.”
Not even with the others present. Justin, Amanda, and Sienna had arrived with the queen, and they were in the corridor looking rather shell shocked, and no doubt worried for their mistress and master, as he was worried about Cassandra.
They had a mission though, and he couldn’t just abandon it to try and rescue his mistress, which would probably just backfire anyway.  He had to hope that Tanner was being honest when he said he didn’t want to kill any of them, and that he wouldn’t do so out of spite if his plan fell apart.  Really, it was his only choice, or the only one he could live with.
He didn’t like not having a choice, but he would stay true to his oaths, just as Cassandra would.  That meant guarding the princess with his life, even if it seemed hopeless.  He just, tried very hard not to think of what could happen.  Tanner was an asshole, and he was only being gracious about his victory to gloat.  If that victory was endangered, chances were that he would start killing.  Tanner certainly wouldn’t just give up, to be charged and executed for attempted regicide, treason, and sedition.
He had no clue where the prince and other three were, but they were too short on time for him to be asking lots of questions.
Delphine asked, “Suggestions?”
He said, “His whole plan depends on you dying before the other masters can recover, or the masters down south can come to your defense and take him to task.  If any of you live, he will lose.  I’m afraid that leaves running, your majesty.  If need be, let him rule for a day or two and sit on your throne, as long as you and your children live, we can fix it.”
Lia said, “I concur, your majesty.  Although I wouldn’t have been so blunt.”
He shrugged, “Small village blacksmith.”
Lia smirked, but then sobered, killing their habitual byplay, given the circumstances.
Delphine said, “All those mages have guarded us, multiple times, it won’t be long before they get here. They even know all our emergency procedures, so we have to throw them out and do something different.”
A royal guard ran up breathlessly, “They have the exits covered by two master mages each, I barely escaped the spell that knocked out the rest of the guards near there.  We won’t make it out of the castle.”
Another royal guard said, “Not all of the emergency procedures.”
Delphine nodded, “We do have a few fallback plans that it seemed prudent not to inform the mages of, since they were made for a mage rebellion.”
A guard said cautiously, “Your majesty,” but she held up a hand cutting off what else he might have said.
She said, “We must trust them, or we’ve already lost.  If some mages weren’t true to their word and oaths, our family would have fallen long ago.  Enough talk, it’s time to act, before it’s too late.”
The royal guard grunted, “Very well, follow me.”
Then to his surprise, the guard moved farther into the suite, and through the middle bedroom to the princess’s.  It was the first time he’d ever been in there, and it was neater than he expected, but then they had maids.  There was a large four poster bed with elaborate carvings all over, two end tables equally as elaborate.  There was a very long nine drawer dresser that was about waist height, with a long mirror over it.  Next to that was the biggest wardrobe that he’d ever seen, with six doors.
There was also a bookcase on the other side of the room, which the guard pulled away from the wall.  It must’ve been hinged, because it moved without a sound, and it revealed a thin and steep circular stairwell behind it.  Even he grabbed the arm rails for stability, as he followed them down the steep steps in a tight spiral.  The stairwell continued, even after he’d long estimated they’d gone down the seven stories to the ground level, and he suspected they were underground.
Deep underground.
The stairwell stopped at another door, the queen removed a key and unlocked the large iron door, and they went though.  The prince, more royal guards, and the three other mages were already in the large underground bunker room.  One of the guards engaged the lock, and the bolts, then picked up a metal bar which acted as a crossbar slid between two rings embedded in the walls on either side of the door, adding a third lock to the door.
The queen said, “This bolt-hole was made in secret by my ancestors.  While we trust the ten of you with our lives, as you’ve just seen some mages are not as trustworthy.  Which is the reason for this next order.  You are all forbidden to ever speak of this room, even to your masters, or write it down anywhere.  Even amongst yourselves.  It may be needed by my family again in the future, and as such it must remain a secret you take to your graves.”
They all agreed, though Andrew and Levi looked annoyed.  He wondered just how much those two had argued the last week, but he pushed it out of his head as unimportant.
“How far down are we?”
Delphine answered, “Far enough that their detection spells won’t reach us.”
He shook his head, “If I were Tanner, when I discovered I couldn’t find you, I’d spell the rest of the council asleep. They couldn’t stop it in their weakened state.  Then I’d wake up and question the royal guards.  I’m assuming most of them know about this?”
A guard growled, “We wouldn’t talk.”
He added, “With magic.  Question them with magic.  Not torture, it isn’t something they could resist with will alone, no matter how strong or loyal.”
Delphine sighed, “So we’ve just bought ourselves an hour or so, that isn’t enough time.”
“There’s no secret way out of the castle?”
Vida shook her head, “Too insecure, those only exist in stories,” then looked apologetically at Delphine.
Delphine nodded, “So, it gained us enough time to plan, there has to be something we can do.”
He suggested, “A northern village?  I think going south would be a mistake.  With ten of us, and Lia being gifted, we should be able to open a portal of our own.”
Carolynn snorted, “You might know the runes, but that spell is mostly cast by masters.  Very few mages know it, it’s a very long spell, and tiring and exacting.  Most of us don’t know it.  In fact, that spell is one of the major tests to qualify as a master mage, at least in our tower.”
Oh.  Well, crap.
He said, “We could request help, Lia could contact her parents, but it would weaken our defenses on the border.  Still, our priority has to be the royal family.”
Delphine shook her head, “No, it isn’t.  I’ll not preserve my family and dynasty at the cost of a whole village of people, not to mention granting the enemy a foothold in our kingdom.  Better to let the council of mages rule than to allow that to happen.”
He frowned, and he looked around.  No one else had any ideas past that, it seemed, but they had some time to figure something out.  It’d take time for the searching master mages to give up looking, and to go back to Tanner for orders on what to do next.  Even more time would pass, as they woke up royal guards and questioned them under magic, which would compel them to answer and do so truthfully.
Still, not that long.  An hour, two at the most, and they’d have master mages knocking down that sturdy looking metal door.  Actually, it’d probably be easier to just put another hole in the wall.




Chapter Seven
That last sarcastic thought gave him another idea.
“What if we create our own escape tunnel.  We do have four earth mages in this room, not to mention Lia and myself.”
Levi snorted, “No good, already checked, otherwise I’d have suggested it myself.  It was the first thing I thought of.  The castle and towers were built on bedrock, but given how deep we are below the ground, we wouldn’t go all that far until we got passed that, and we’d find ourselves in an underground lake.  The water table is all around us, and what fills all the wells in the city above us.  We could go most of the way back up, and tunnel from fifty feet underground, but then we’d be in range of detection.”
He looked at the water mages, who just shook their heads.  Right, there was no way they could hold back a lake of water.  At least he hadn’t asked that stupid question out loud.  On the other hand, he was the only one giving suggestions, were there really no options?
He looked at Lia, the smartest person he knew, and even she looked defeated.
“No other ideas?”
They were mages for goodness sake.  Of course, they were young mages being hunted by old canny master mages.
All the more experienced mages looked uncomfortable under his gaze.
He had one other solution, unfortunately it wasn’t a very good one.  He could at best save two of them.  It would also most likely expose him for what he was, at least to all the people in that room, and beyond once it became known what he did.  He had no doubt it would.  Even if they wouldn’t on purpose, they’d betray him once Tanner got his hands on them and extracted the truth with magic.
He’d decided to not share that information, that he was a mystic, to preserve his life.  He wasn’t all that sure what people would do truthfully, it just didn’t seem worth the risk considering how history had painted his kind as evil men and women.  True or not, it was the way it was.
But… he’d given his oath to protect the royal family with his life, and if spending that life in another way, one he’d never considered before, was the cost of saving them, then so be it.
He grimaced, “With Lia’s help I can get Princess Vida somewhere safe, Prince Jonah too, if he sits in her lap it should work okay.  But not all three of you.  It’s a spell similar to gate, but it’s an immediate thing and not very useful.  Or at least, I didn’t think it would be all that useful until now.  It’s designed to send one person through a split-second gate.  Most of the cost of the gate spell is for duration, but even the modified one for one person would drain two or three normal mages.  Given Lia’s greater power, and me adding my own, I think we’ll have enough.”
Vida frowned, “I’m not leaving my mother behind.”
Delphine ignored that, “Where?”
He grimaced, “I shouldn’t answer that, your majesty.  In fact, I’m hoping Lia will have enough magic left to excise that information from my mind.  Any mage familiar with your daughter will be able to open a communications spell when it’s safe, and ask her where she is, so we can go get her.  When Tanner’s mages find us, it’s critical that none of us know where she was sent, or we’ll just be delaying the inevitable for another day or two at best.  Probably less.  Suffice it to say, somewhere I believe safe.”
Delphine looked thoughtful for a second, Vida looked pissed, like it was his fault his spell sucked and he was killing her mother. Lia looked scared for him, and the rest of the mages looked confused.  Obviously, they’d never heard of such a spell before.
Still, he might be able to play it off as a rune spell they had, as long as no one asked directly and assumed that was the answer.  He wasn’t going to lie about it.  It was a thin hope, to keep hold of his secret, but that was all he had.
Delphine said, “You will send my son and daughter away, then we will all go upstairs and confront Tanner.  I’m ordering you all not to attempt to fight that man, I won’t have any of you die needlessly in vain.  Perhaps when he realizes both heirs are out of his reach, he will choose to flee Reton rather than fight a civil war and spark a war within the mage towers themselves.”
He doubted it, but it was possible.  He knew Tanner hadn’t made any moves earlier because he didn’t want to see his fire tower in a mage civil war against four other towers.  It wasn’t entirely certain that air and death would side with Tanner either, if he went that far, and that meant he’d lose, and a lot of people would die for nothing.
That said, Tanner was past the point of no return in that moment, and the old mage might judge it worth the risk of an all or nothing gambit in his pride and ambition.  There was no way to know, until they faced him and he realized his plans just went up in flames with the heirs out of his reach.
Assuming he had enough time to scribe the spell.
He didn’t hesitate another moment, as he powered a rune of earth, and the floor in the corner of the room became perfectly smooth and polished.  Then he pulled out his scriber, and he got to work.  There had to be an easier way of scribing spells, but he had no time to come up with one, and the teleport spell took a lot of runes, almost as many as a gate spell.
Lia asked, “How does it work?”
He replied, “Much like a gate, but it’s only open for a split second, a very small part of a second, which makes it much cheaper to cast although still demanding in requirements, and almost completely useless outside of these unique circumstances.  The gate itself moves in that split second, it’d be impossible for a person to move through that quickly.  Mass matters a little, but volume matters more.  If the princess sits on the rune construct, with her legs crossed and her brother in her lap, they’ll be very small in profile.  The less area the gate needs to move, the cheaper it will be to cast.”
Carolynn’s eyes narrowed, “You don’t know the spell?”
Lia shook her head, “Do you know every spell in your tower library?”
He winced, it wasn’t really a lie, not at all, but it implied and led to false assumptions.  The love of his life was definitely trying to cover for him.
Carolynn said, “It just seems like a strange spell, I’ve never heard of it.”
Lia nodded, “In time, I’d be able to cast it myself, without exhausting myself.”
That was true enough, most rune mage masters never could, but the rare few at the top end of the magic scale as far as power would be able to cast it alone by the time they earned master mage status, and had grown even further in power over a decade or so.
Delphine said, “My daughter and son need commoner clothes, and some coin.  I assume there will be an inn or something similar where you’re sending them?”
One of the guards moved deeper into the bolt-hole and opened up a crate of supplies.  No one could say the royal guards weren’t prepared for everything.
He replied, “Yes, your majesty.”
The guards pulled out some clothes a servant or a servant’s children might wear, and took the coin purse off of his own body.  The prince and princess who really didn’t look happy about this, moved off into the next room to change.  He hoped the future queen wouldn’t hate him too much, if his plan to save her got her mother killed.
Lia frowned, “Can I pick the destination, then erase it from my own mind?  I’ve been to more places than you have.  All Tanner would have to do is retrace your steps from your home village to the city, and he’d likely find her.”
He nodded, and then kept drawing runes as fast as he could while he answered.
“That might work better, you can have primary control of the spell, I’ll just add what power I have to it.  You need to second guess yourself a few times, because tanner will ask where you’d send the princess to keep her safe.  So, your first response now will most likely be your first response then.”
Lia grinned, “Don’t worry, already thought of that.”
Karina sighed, “That’s a lot of runes, are you sure you remember them all right?”
He nodded, “Yes, and I’m only about a third done.”
That was one thing he truly didn’t have to worry about.  The rune spell would feel right to him, when it was right, and he’d never forgotten a rune.  He supposed it was what made mystics so dangerous.  Within the laws and theory of magic he was grounded in, he could make new spells all day long without an element of danger to it, thanks to that hard work of the past.  Sure, there was probably a lot they didn’t know, not just about the permanent spells on the towers and arena, and the other questions about magic he had, but whole new questions and theories he didn’t even know existed yet and possibly never would.
But… transportation spell theory was very well defined in the advanced library.  He wouldn’t put the princess in danger like that if he had any doubts about the spell.
The tension grew in the room as time went on, and the conversation had faltered as no one wanted to distract him anymore.  The longer he took to scribe the spell the higher the chance Tanner’s mages would find them before he finished.  He was tempted to put his mind toward creating a better scribing spell, but what if there wasn’t a better way?  It would be wasted time. 
Still, even he could make a stupid mistake, and if he went too fast, he’d be wasting time on erasing a bad rune and rewriting it.  It was a balance of effort, and he did his best.
It was enough, and almost forty minutes later when he finished.
“It’s ready,” he said simply.
The princess had tears in her eyes, and the young prince just looked to be in shock, while Delphine gave them both a tight hug. 
He felt a frog in his throat the emotional sight, and he looked away as if he was some sort of voyeur.
Delphine said, “Go, be safe, keep your head’s down.  Don’t trust any mage that contacts you through power, unless it’s one of these ten, or their tower masters.”
Vida looked at him, and he directed her where and how to sit, her brother clung to her as he sat in her lap, twelve or not, he’d regressed in the stress of the moment.
He told Lia as he pointed, “Here, and I’ll connect here.  Close your eyes when the spell activates, or you’ll be temporarily blinded.”
It was going to happen right in their faces after all, as they had to touch the outer runes to power the spell.
He channeled his magic as quickly as he could, and he sunk it into the power rune until it was all gone.  He maintained his focus on the rune, even as a deep exhaustion fell on his body, as Lia poured more magic into the spell than he could currently create in a week’s time.
The prince and princess were surrounded by a flashing two-and-a-half-foot diameter cylinder of bright light, which flashed blindingly in a split second.  Then they were gone.
Lia collapsed against him, she looked as wrung out as he felt.  It’d be hours before he’d be able to light a candle, but then the rest of his magic would come back much faster.  At least his channeling practice was done for the day.
He shook his head at that ridiculous and random thought.
Then he felt another spell rune activate, a life spell, as Lia removed her own memory of where she’d sent the heirs to the throne.  Fortunately, it was a spell that took very little power, especially since she didn’t fight it, or shield against it.
The queen was frowning at the spot her children had just been in, “Did something go wrong?  That didn’t look like a gate.”
He shook his head, “No, they’re safe, your majesty.  Have you ever moved a torch so fast it appeared to leave a line of light behind?  Same concept.  The flat two and a half foot diameter portal appeared above their heads, and moved down so fast to take them to their destination that it only appeared to be a cylinder, when in fact it was a flat disc that moved so quickly it couldn’t be tracked correctly by human vision.”
The queen nodded thoughtfully, took a deep breath, and then squared her shoulders.
“Very well, let’s see an end to this.”
A royal guard argued, “I don’t like this idea, your majesty.”
She smiled, “It’s just a matter of time, better to go on my own terms.  Maybe he’ll be shocked enough to listen, since I plan to rub in the fact he failed, and that he was outmaneuvered by two teenage mages.  Why, their paint hasn’t even dried yet.”
Carolynn snorted a laugh, then looked at the queen in shocked apology.  Not for laughing at the joke, but for laughing at all given the queen was marching toward her own death.  At least, that’s how he’d feel about it.
The queen laughed, “Exactly, let’s go.”
He knew the humor and confidence was in large part bravado on the queen’s part, chances were this wouldn’t go very well at all.  The fire mages they ran into first might not even hesitate to just kill her, even before the queen could get a single spoken word out.  His feelings for the royal family were mixed, but he couldn’t fault her bravery in the face of that fear, or in her sacrifice to ensure her children’s well-being.
He just wished he hadn’t had to be integral to that sacrifice, or that he could have saved all three of them, but they wouldn’t have had enough magic to teleport three.  Technically, even two was too many, but the princess wasn’t all that big, and her twelve-year-old brother added made one man-sized person as far as body mass went.
He had his own sacrifice as well.  His secret seemed safe enough for the moment, thanks to Lia’s misdirect mostly, but there would be pointed questions later, and the truth would come out, sooner or later.  Of course, he might not be facing death, he was just facing the unknown and possible death from those that would fear him.
He also figured the stress was part of it, but when things slowed down, the other eight mages down there with them would start to question events in their minds more closely.  He’d just showed a shocking amount of mastery just then, for a wet behind the ears eighteen-year-old mage that had been promoted six months early.
In short, he’d lose his anonymity, and be very visible, while still incredibly weak, relatively.  At least to the strength he’d grow into overtime.  He could only hope his fears proved baseless, but he doubted it.
Ironically, one of the main threats that way was the woman and young man he’d just saved by outing himself, because he did have honor and took his oaths seriously.  Given her mother was about to die, he suspected that saving her wouldn’t be a plus either, she’d resent him for saving her and dooming her mother.  Unless he was underestimating her, which was possible.  Life truly was strange, at times.




Chapter Eight
They marched up the long steep stairs the same way they came down.  He wasn’t sure when the mages felt them, but it was more than obvious they had, when they were waiting for them to come out in the princess’s quarters.
He suppressed a sigh of relief, when the two master fire mages didn’t immediately open fire.  Perhaps they simply had enough forethought not to kill the queen before determining the princess’s location. 
Vida was the true threat after all, Delphine was just temporarily in charge, a queen by virtue of marrying the king, but in authority she was the regent, not the queen.  Vida was the true queen, though she had yet to be crowned.
He wasn’t sure what their names were, though he recognized their faces from competitions of the past.  Neither did they introduce themselves.  Before they could speak at all, the queen’s voice rang with authority.
“Take me to the usurper, now.”
They scowled, but to his surprise they didn’t argue.  Although they did give the ten of them a withering look in warning, no magic from them would be tolerated.  He got the impression they weren’t very happy with how Tanner’s plans hadn’t gone very well at all, starting with him running off with the princess before the spell could be completed.
Really, it was all his fault, or to his credit.  Without that, the guards never would have gone to the queen with a warning, and she wouldn’t have cleared her son out.  It all would’ve been very different, as the air mages put everyone in the courtyard to sleep to stop word from spreading, killed the princess, and the queen would’ve been taken unawares right in the throne room.
He felt a certain pride in all that, as well as the spell he’d created, and thought worthless at the time, that would hopefully put the death spike in Tanner’s plans.  At the same time, he felt like an abject failure as he followed a proud queen to face a tower mage none of them could possibly face in battle and win.
So far, Tanner’s attempted coup had been death free, he imagined that was about to change, and he had no solutions for it all.
One of the mages asked, “Where is the prince and princess?”
The queen smirked, “Gone.  Out of your reach, and Tanner’s.  I only want to explain it once, so let’s wait until we reach Tanner, shall we?”
The other fire master growled, “Master Tanner.”
The queen shook her head, “Not anymore.  I’m afraid he’s guilty of treason and sedition, when this is done, he won’t be ruling his tower any longer, much less my kingdom.”
The fire mages could snuff out her life with a bare effort, but they still looked rather nervous after that strong proclamation, and the rest of their trip to the back of the castle and courtyard was made in silence.
As he’d guessed, the council’s magic was recovering quickly, but they were all in a spelled sleep so they wouldn’t be able to fight back for the duration of the coup.  He did his best not to draw attention to himself, while his mind worked furiously for a solution, but he knew this time it was out of his hands.  He even had orders from the queen to stay out of it, but that didn’t stop his mind from spinning in circles, and he suspected the others felt similarly.
He needn’t have bothered on that effort though, since Tanner only had eyes for the queen, and her next words were guaranteed to draw any lightning.
Delphine said, “You’ve failed, Tanner.  The heir is safe, as is my son.  Out of your reach.  I declare you guilty of treason and sedition, and I relieve you of all your authority.  I’ll give you one chance Tanner, and banish you from our kingdom, if you don’t take it, and leave immediately, I may not see you executed personally but I swear that my daughter will.”
Tanner laughed, “I don’t think so,” he looked at his own mages, “Report.”
He sighed, so much for Tanner cutting his losses and running.  Of course, the former tower mage didn’t have all the information yet.
“When we went to check on the bolt-hole that we found out about during questioning, we felt them coming up the stairs, so waited for them.  The prince and princess were not present.”
Tanner scowled, “Did you check?”
The fire mage shook his head, “No.  The queen said they were gone.  I know not how, but I also knew she told the truth, just as you should now.  Our spells would’ve detected falsehood.”
Tanner scowled, “My magic still isn’t fully recovered.  I held back while casting the portal, but not completely, and I’m holding back on wasting it on trifles in case what’s left is needed for battle.”
The fire mage nodded in understanding, “Of course, master.  I didn’t mean to…”
Tanner waved that away, “Forget it.  Find out what the queen knows, and where her children were sent and how.  Oh, and disarm these two, and lock them up in the dungeon.  I don’t want them harmed, but I want them out of the way for now.”
He was confused by that last, the not wanting them harmed part.  Especially given how much he knew Tanner hated him, but he didn’t fight as they took his bracers and sword.  They were quite thorough as they searched him, and took all his rods as well, even the blanks from his pockets.  For the first time since he cast his first spell, he felt totally naked, and couldn’t do a lick of magic.  Even if he hadn’t already been drained dry by that spell.
Which was ridiculous, he’d had no magic the first eighteen years of his life, he was hardly helpless without it, was he?
They were just as thorough searching Lia’s body, which he didn’t like at all.  Only their professional looks and the lack of any obvious groping made him able to keep his mouth shut about it.  Still, he was shocked at the level of jealousy another man’s hands on his Lia engendered, and it took control and an act of will to not object strenuously.
He got even angrier, when the fire mage turned the pile of metal on the ground into slag.  It would take him days to make all his stuff from scratch.
Lia didn’t look much happier at the loss of her stuff.
The weakness of a rune mage had finally bitten him in the ass.
The mage asked, “The others?”
Tanner scowled, “You eight can’t be so easily disarmed.  Must I tie you up?”
The queen said, “They’ve been ordered by me not to fight you, or to try and save my life should you foolishly choose to take it and remove any chance of clemency for your actions, in being banished instead of beheaded for your crimes.”
Tanner looked at his fire mages, who nodded gravely to indicate the queen had spoken the truth.
He was curious about that spell, they didn’t have an equivalent fire rune spell for detecting lies in the tower library, it was obviously one of those spells the rune mystics had decided wasn’t necessary to duplicate.  He smirked, as it occurred to him that they might not have wanted any of their mages to judge the truth of their mystic words.
Tanner said, “Don’t leave this courtyard or my sight, but stay out of the way.”
Levi scowled, but nodded tightly.  The others didn’t look pleased either.  Only Carolynn and Karina gave them both worried glances, as he and Lia were led away.
He wondered why they were being sent to the dungeons, when the others weren’t.  Unless Tanner had told the truth, and he wasn’t as concerned with preserving the lives of the other mages on the protection team.  There could be other reasons as well, but none occurred to him.
The dungeon in the royal castle wasn’t exactly nice, but it wasn’t as bad as he’d feared either.  He’d slept in worse conditions on the road.  The cell they were in had four small cots with clean blankets, and there was a clean chamber pot in the corner.  No privacy, but he’d turn his back and screen Lia from view with his body if it came up before they were released.
“Any thoughts on why we’re in here, or why he cares about preserving someone he hates, me?”
She sighed, “Remember his initial speech?  About not ending any of the mage lines or disciplines.  There are eight rune mages left, and the next generation will be up to us, as well as Sam and Karen.  I suspect he’d keep us in here and force us to breed in captivity if he fails to win over Cassandra, once the royal family is dead.  Of course, that plan is no longer possible, with the heirs safe for now, but it’s all I can think of.  He may hate you, but he won’t risk losing the rune guild or mages permanently to a mage civil war, if it happens.”
A moment later, she added, “Perhaps… he also doesn’t want us to do anything stupid, if he winds up making the decision to kill our mistress.  The queen ordered us not to defend her, but we’d both do something stupid if he decided to kill Cassandra.”
That sort of made sense, in a disturbing way.  It also explained why Tanner wasn’t all that fussed about the rest of the team, there were over a hundred water and earth mages each, in their respective towers.  Tanner may not have wanted to kill any mages today, but if a few of those died it wouldn’t impact or endanger the discipline all that much.
That was a cold thought process, somewhere his mind normally wouldn’t have gone, but given the circumstances it was impossible not to see it, from Tanner’s point of view.
He sighed, “I wish we could see what was going on.  He’s not going to be happy at all when he finds out what we did, and that it won’t be easy at all to counter.”
She nodded, “I know the queen didn’t want us calling in help, but my mother and father already know that something is very wrong.  They’ll be focused on their mission of course, defending the pass, but at some point they’ll send what masters they can spare to investigate.  I imagine after my brief contact and terse questions, plus by now they’d have noticed they’re missing twenty-five masters on site.  Eventually, she’ll contact me again, and make a move on their end, and Tanner knows it.  Things are going to get very ugly, if he doesn’t back down.”
She changed the subject then, “Amazing spell by the way.”
He shrugged, “I thought it was rather worthless.”
She snorted, “For you maybe.  In ten years, I’ll be able to pop all over the kingdom on my own, that’s got to be useful in some circumstances, where communication spells just won’t cut it.  Even you might be able to cast it alone, in your dotage.”
He snickered, “My dotage?”
She nodded, “Older is more powerful, even average mages have a whole lot of power toward the end of their lives, even if I’ll eclipse you even more by then.”
He laughed, “Good to know.”
She asked, “Why did you do it?  I kind of misdirected them with their own assumptions, without lying, but when this all cools down everyone will find out the truth about you.”
He shrugged, “I might not be put down, or assassinated.  The main point is I swore to defend the royal family with my life, and it was the only way to save the future queen.  We’d already exhausted all the other options.  Trust me, it was my last option.  Regardless, the danger of people knowing what I am is just not a typical way that scenario would normally play out, but it still applies.  I’m not resigned though, I still plan to spend the rest of my life with you, and hopefully that will be a long time.”
She smirked, “It better be.”
It wasn’t long, maybe fifteen minutes later that the air mages showed up and questioned them.  He really didn’t like being forced to answer with the truth, but they only asked one question, where the heirs were.  They didn’t know, and once Lia confirmed she’d removed the information from her own mind as they’d discovered from questioning the queen, the master air mages left.
He felt a little relief, then guilt for feeling relief, that the air mages hadn’t asked about the spell.  Still, it was just a little more clemency during a turbulent day in the middle of a coup.  Things would calm eventually, and the tower masters wouldn’t rest until they had a complete picture of the day’s events.  At least, that was his firm belief, obviously so to his thinking.
Assuming of course, they won, and Tanner lost, something he had to hope for despite what it’d mean for him.  He felt incredibly selfish worrying about that, when the queen and even Cassandra’s life hung on the faintest of threads.
He almost told Lia he loved her, but he swallowed the words.  It would’ve sounded like he was giving up and saying goodbye.  Perhaps the risk wasn’t as great as he feared.  But then, if it wasn’t, why would Cassandra have assiduously avoided the subject the last eight months?
He asked, “Do you know why Cassandra never asked me about it?”
Lia didn’t have to ask what he meant.
“Fear of an idea is always more visceral than fear of a person who is proven evil, and is more likely to engender extremes and make people ignore facts.  The former is tied up with fear of the unknown.  It’s an emotional reaction, not one based in fact.  If I’d found out the truth before I knew you as a person, I’d have been very nervous around you given our history.  I’d have avoided you, which would’ve been a crime, because you’re the best man I know.
“I suspect she did so for two reasons.  One, so when it did come out, because eventually every secret does, you wouldn’t be a helpless apprentice and relatively easy to take out, despite how dangerous you are with a sword.  In short, she has faith in you, and doesn’t care how you were born.  The second is by then you’d have a long record with the council, of your actions, beliefs, mission accounts, and they’d know you.  You’d be a known quantity to fear, instead of an nebulous evil thing come to life from our past.  That might temper any of the harsher reactionary measures that might occur to them.
“I suspect at best they’ll censure you for creating a new spell which is against the rules, and they’ll demand you never do so again.  At worst, we might wind up having to run for it.”
He smirked, “You’d run away with me?”
She grinned playfully, “Scandalous, I know.  My reputation would be shattered.  But I’m not letting you out of my sight.”
“Love you too.  What do you think will happen out there, you’ve known Tanner longer than I have, and I fear my anger for his attitude toward me might be coloring my thoughts.”
She sighed, and looked reluctant to say, but did so anyway.
“He’s a spiteful bastard.  He’ll fight, and he’ll lose that graciousness he’s been showing as his position grows less and less tenable.  The only real question is if Sun and Kaitlyn will stand at his side.  I suspect they’re the reason Tanner came up with the bloodless coup in the first place, to persuade them it was worth doing for their freedom from the crown’s control.  If he kills Cassandra, and he doesn’t back down to the other four towers when my mother sends a response, he could lose that support.
“I really don’t think Sun or Kaitlyn would go along with a mage civil war of split towers, the cost would be too high.  Our numbers are already rather low.
“If he loses their support, it will be the fire tower against six other towers.  At that point, his people would start to jump ship, if he gave orders that insane.  Still, I feel some will die before it reaches that point, and our mistress will likely be among them.  She’s the most vocal and stubborn in opposing Tanner’s schemes in the past.
“You should rest, I will too.  I’m too exhausted, and our magic will come back faster if we take a nap.”
He nodded reluctantly, he could hardly imagine sleeping with what was going on, but in truth he could barely keep his eyes open.  It was only fear and worry that had kept him conscious as it was.  He’d never been fully drained of magic before, and while he’d heard of and learned of the effects, the reality of it was still somewhat of a shock to him.
Still, he tossed and turned for quite a while on the small cot, before his mind finally gave in and allowed him to find sleep.  One of the things his mind came up with, was a much better way to scribe spells.  In truth, it was so obvious that he blushed at the fact it hadn’t occurred to him long before.  He didn’t even have to make a new spell for it, or even experiment at all.
He wondered why it wasn’t done that way all the time, but he wasn’t about to wake Lia up and ask her.  The answer to that question could wait for a time.
He supposed he’d never considered it, because part of the solution was to utilize a rune spell that he’d never in his life actually have to use, because of what he was.  At least, he’d never have to use it for the primary purpose the spell was used for.




Chapter Nine
He felt better when he woke up, his magic returned, but he felt disconnected.  There were no windows in a dungeon, and he had no idea what time it was, or what was going on out there.  He also hoped he’d made the right decision, not that he’d had a choice, and it was the right thing to do, but it was his actions that would be responsible if there was a mage war.
It was what it was.  He considered escape briefly, but if they escaped where would they go?  They were still brand-new mages, and he was weaker in magic than some of the apprentices, even if far more effective and dangerous as a rune mage with a sword, that only went so far.
Still, it seemed wrong to just sit there.
He got up and examined his cell, looking for anything that would be able to score the stone.  That’s when he noticed the meal that had been left just inside the door of his cell on the floor.  He was excited for a moment he walked over, then he sighed in disgust when he noticed all they’d provided for him to eat with was a wooden spoon, and a poorly made one at that.
The food itself smelled okay though, some kind of stew, and his stomach gurgled.  He still felt nervous about it, he hadn’t eaten anything in months without checking it for poison first.  Which was something he couldn’t do, not without any runes.
It seemed very unlikely they’d poison him though, why put him in there just to poison him?  So, he ate, he’d need the energy.
Lia stirred, and gave him a comforting look before starting in on her own meal, but she didn’t speak yet.  It really wasn’t bad, much like the cell condition itself, he’d had worse.
Waking up and the food helped him to think, and he considered the idea of doing the opposite.  Instead of using his eating implement to score marks on the stone, the reverse might work.  He silently checked the cell again under Lia’s gaze, and he found a small and sharp protrusion of metal on one of the bunks. 
Still, it was a problematic solution at best, he’d have to move the spoon itself in the shape and lines of the rune to carve it, without seeing what he was doing.  His only guide would be the rune picture in his head, and the movements of his hands.  Worse, he wouldn’t be able to stop and check on his work, it’d be too easy to misposition the wood spoon’s smooth underside when he restarted.
He tried to get comfortable on the floor, it would take a while.
Lia broke their comfortable silence and asked, “What are you doing?”
He replied, “I’m not sure if we should escape or not, what we could even do if we did, but it seems prudent to prepare for the eventuality.”
She swallowed a giggle, or tried to, and gave him an apologetic look.
He raised an eyebrow.
She smirked, “Sorry, I got the mental picture of you fighting a battle with a crude wooden spoon.  Earth spell?”
“Sort of.  An enhanced one.  If the three runes don’t look like scribbles when I’m finished.  There’s very little point in escaping, if we’re still powerless except to unlock doors.”
He moved extremely slowly and carefully, embedding scratches in the wood by a millimeter at a time, and he had to maintain focus on where he was in the rune he was scribing in such a ridiculous manner.  It’d probably take just as long as he’d taken to make the teleport spell made up of a whole lot of runes.  Of course, the scribing tool was as easy to use on metal or stone as a quill was on paper.
The second catch of course, was that without a magic tool to undo it, he couldn’t afford any mistakes.  Not even one.  There’d be no undoing a mistake, he’d have to start the rune over from the start, and the spoon wasn’t all that big.
She frowned, “What other option is there?”
He smirked, “You’ll see.”
She glared, but let it go for the moment.
He added, “Try to keep your spoon, when the servants show up to take the plates.  Just in case.  They won’t be fooled of course, but they know we sided with the royal family and might cover for us.”
She nodded, and said, “Don’t turn around.”
He wondered at the strange order, until she moved out of his sight and he heard her making use of the chamber pot.  So much for his plan of blocking the view to help preserve her dignity, he couldn’t afford to move at the moment though.  On the good side, there was no one out in the hallway on the other side of the bars, so good enough.
Of course there wasn’t, all the guards in the castle were in a forced sleep.  He suspected there’d be fire masters posted in tactical places, and that’s it.  Another problem to get around, even if they could free themselves. 
Another weakness to his plan, was that if anyone came to check on them he still couldn’t afford to move the spoon away from where it was, his plan would be painfully obvious even to a toddler.  Regardless, that didn’t happen, and despite his doubts, several hours later the three runes he’d painstakingly drawn with a lip of sharp metal onto a wooden spoon felt right.
They discussed it, and they decided to wait for now.  Even if they escaped, what would they do?  He didn’t want to kill anyone in the escape and start that mage civil war, and that was assuming they even could.  They were being guarded by masters.  At best, they could slip away and what, return to the rune tower?
The largest temptation was to do it so they could communicate with Lia’s parents, and find out what the hell was going on.  That would be one benefit, but it was a selfish one, and they were loath to unsettle the fragile balance out there if it hadn’t been unsettled already, just for more information.
For the moment, he put the spoon inside his boot.  It was uncomfortable but concealed.  Perhaps more importantly, the spoon was positioned so the runes were pressed up against his ankle.
Lia asked, “The enhanced spell?”
He grinned, “You know the earth spell, to shape metal.  Forge weapons, and make jewelry.”
She nodded.
He said, “You also remember the rune spell that focuses a memory.  Cassandra uses it in class all the time.”
She looked confused for a moment, then her eyes widened, “You want to form weapons with the runes already there.”
He nodded, “I’d never need that second spell to remember a rune, but I would need it if I wanted to, for instance, forge a new pair of bracers, adding the runes in as part of the spell.  If it can shape bracers, it can surely shape them with the carved runes.  Even I can’t keep a crystal-clear picture of hundreds of runes at once, unless I use that spell.  I’ve certainly looked at my bracers enough to be able to enhance the image.
“I suppose that’s why it’s not done this way to start with, you’d need a complete end picture, which means it’ll only work after the first time.  Still, Cassandra never mentioned it, and it’d be just as useful to add a single rune spell onto your current equipment, and a lot faster than using a scribing tool.”
She nodded, “Scribing helps us remember, as does writing on paper.  We all don’t have your perfect memory when it comes to runes.  That way if we’re ever in a situation like this, they’re easier to recall.”
He frowned, “I can see that, but that’s what the enhancement spell is for.  Once you do it once, you shouldn’t have to do it again.”
She sighed, “I don’t know why.  Perhaps because we’re not blacksmiths.”
He frowned.
She giggled, “That wasn’t a tease, love.  We just never considered making our own equipment and weapons, we take it from stores like everyone else, and let the earth mages do it.  That kind of thinking is intrinsic to your mind, because you can create things at a forge.  I was trying to plan out a way to get into stores if we escaped, while you were planning to just make your own stuff.  In hindsight, it’s obvious, but it wasn’t intuitive to me at all.”
She sighed, “This isn’t going to end well, is it.”
He nodded, “Even if we win, the mages are going to be hit hard.  I don’t think Tanner will back off.”
She said, “The problem is that he has a point.  He might be an ambitious ass, but I imagine at some point, when he started down this road, it was with good intentions.  For all our power we have very little freedom.”
He argued, “Maybe we need checks on our ambition, and a predetermined channel for our greater power.  The rules keep us in check, and from more of us becoming monsters that get our way and become entitled merely because of power.  It’s not a simple thing, and both the argument I just made and the current rules you bemoaned are too simple an answer for a complex situation.  We need a more balanced approach.”
She smirked, “What would you decide, if you were in charge.”
He frowned, “The towers are our homes, and where we learn magic.  Freedom is all well and good, but an untrained mage is dangerous, and where else would they go to learn and grow in relative safety?  Where else would they find mates of equal power and raise the next generation to keep our numbers healthy.  There’s also the matter of our stipend, the crown supplies our food, the metals the earth mages use to fashion our weapons and jewelry, the paper in our library, and just about everything else.
“I’d say that between education, coin, a safe place to grow and train, and being fed, we owe the royal family for all that.  We aren’t entitled to free stuff, no more than any other man or woman.  I’d say a mage should be indebted to work for the crown for ten years, for all the things they provide.  After that, they should get a choice on where they choose to live and what they choose to do. 
“That’s forced debt though, so should they choose not to make that trade, and take on the debt of living at the towers, they’re magic should be burned out.  They’d be a danger to themselves and to others otherwise. 
“It would also have the added benefit of a mage learning the morality of magic for ten years, and what to do and not to do with our greater power.  Sure, not all will take that to heart, but most would.  In the end, I suspect most would want to stay with the tower.  Most non-mage humans don’t like us all that much, why would we want to be anywhere else?
“Yet, we’d still have freedom, even while we paid the debt of responsibility, even if very little else would change.  For those that found our way of life truly unappetizing, well those few could strike out on their own.”
She smirked, “All good points, except we could support ourselves if we had to.  We don’t need coin from the castle.  The towers belong to us, and we could barter with non-mages for the foods, metals, and other things.  Then we wouldn’t be indebted at all.”
He shrugged, “It’s no different, in the end, except our power wouldn’t be making as big of a difference.  The royal family sends us on missions that safeguards lives, and that preserves the kingdom of Reton.  Instead we’d be making farm tools, and building buildings, something the non-mages can do.  Sure, we’d be freer I supposed, in a way, but we’d also be forced to work different jobs, just to support ourselves.  I’d rather make a difference, and to work off a debt at the same time.”
She nodded, “And that’s the problem.  Your whole solution stems from the fact you like the job that we’re forced to do.  I do too, by the way, but not everyone does.”
He shrugged, “That might be part of it, but not the whole, by far.  Not every barmaid, farmer, or even blacksmith likes their job either.  They do it to feed their family, and to earn coin to live.  The important thing solved in my proposal was self-determination and freedom, and in my plan they’d have that, along with the consequences and responsibility of their power and debts.  Ten years of service isn’t much to ask, when everything is provided to us from coin, to food, to education, to a roof over our heads.
“I think the biggest problem with the current system is freedom as a non-mage or lifetime service, we don’t really have a good choice there, or a balanced one.  My system gives that, a middle ground of service where they’d be able to keep their power and even prosper in the future where they wish to.
“After paying that debt, they’d have a choice to stay or leave.  They could even continue living at the tower, and then find their own calling or job outside of serving the crown as magical trouble shooters, if they pay coin monthly for rent and food out of their wages or earned coin through trade.  Freedom is a concept, and important, but it doesn’t put a roof over your head or food on the table.  Freedom means taking on the responsibility to do those things on your own, and it doesn’t entitle you to do nothing for it when it’s given.  We can’t demand freedom, and then expect to be paid for it.”
She tilted her head, “I like it, and you make good points.  Now we just need to convince everyone else.”
He snorted, good luck with that, not that she’d been serious in saying that.  It was a fun exercise, to come up with a truly balanced and fairly compromised approach, but he had no delusions he could convince people to buy into it.  The royal family wouldn’t let them go, and some mages wanted a complete split from the crown, while still even a smaller number, like Tanner, wanted to rule in their stead.
Life was messy, and as many people that loved his idea, there’d be people that hated it.  That was pretty much true of all ideas.
In the end, life wasn’t very fair, and the self-righteous people who tried to force change, to what they viewed as fair and right, usually only made things worse.




Chapter Ten
He wasn’t sure how long they’d been in there, and he wasn’t even sure if it was day or night.  He’d kept up his channeling practice when his magic had fully returned.  Based on how his magic felt at any one moment, he could partially keep track of the hours, but it was disturbing being in the dark.
Still, it couldn’t have been more than a day or so later when all hell broke loose.  He could feel the magic spells going off above them in the castle, and it felt far too much like one of the competitions did to his magical senses.  Except of course, there were no magical safeties in the castle, or anywhere outside the arena.
He wanted to break out then, and help, but wasn’t sure of the situation.
Lia look grim as well, and like she wanted to help, but before they could make a decision one way or the other, the spells stopped.  The magical battle had only lasted about thirty seconds.  They were both on pins and needles as they waited for word.  They agreed to give it an hour, if the battle didn’t start back up again, before they did anything.
That hour passed.
Lia said, “Let’s get out of here.  I know its selfish, but I need to know what’s going on.”
He shook his head, “It’s dangerous, but it’s not entirely selfish.  We can’t make any good decisions without information, and getting that information is worth some risk.  We just don’t know the level of risk, which is why I’ve been hesitating.  It also occurred to me Tanner might be using your presence in the dungeon as a lever against your parents.”
He focused on the advanced rune spell and channeled his magic.  The mental picture of his bracers was ridiculously sharp in his mind’s eye, including every line of every rune he’d had on them.  As for the material for them, he used the bars of the jail cell, killing two birds with one stone.  It would be iron, not steel, but it would be more than good enough, and just as effective, until he could get to a supply of steel.
He took the spoon out and handed it to Lia, so she could do the same, and then put the bracers on.  It was a stark relief to have his runes back, he didn’t feel so naked or vulnerable with them on.  The sword could wait, but he’d also fashioned a crude iron dagger with the two war spells he could cast.  The rest of the spells were beyond his ability anyway, and could wait.
Lia fashioned eight rings.  They were ugly, made of iron with no ornamentation, but they had her spells, which was the important thing.  They could fix it later.  She’d also made two strips of metal that she slid into her boots.
She smirked, “My defensive spells.  Offense on the rings, defense in my boots.”
There were three missing bars when they finished, so they stepped right out of the cell and toward the dungeon entrance. 
His shields were humming with power, he also had his enhancements running as well as the additional detection spells.  To his relief, there was no posted guard at the dungeon entrance.  Either there never was, or whoever had been there had been drawn away from their post during whatever fight had taken place.
She said, “Wait.  Let’s see what I can find out before we try to slip out of the castle.”
Her face got a far-away look as he felt her activate the communications spell. 
He waited patiently, but it wasn’t all that long before the look of horror that appeared on her face sent shivers down his spine.
Lia’s visage changed from horrified to steely anger mixed with grief as she came out of the spell, just a minute had passed.  Lia started forward.
He frowned, “What happened.”
Lia hissed, “Later, we need to get out of here, and back to the tower.”
“Lia,” he pushed, his gut churning with worry for both the news and for Lia’s obvious pain.
She shook her head, her lovely cerulean eyes glowing with unshed tears, “I can’t… I’ll lose what little focus I have, just… follow me.  Later.  Don’t hold back, none of ours are left in the castle.”
A shiver went down his spine. Was this the time, the moment he’d have to take a life for the first time?  He would do anything to protect Lia, but he hated this whole situation, and he certainly didn’t want to kill anyone.  His iron dagger was crude, just twelve inches long, but it was also razor sharp and much harder than flesh.  He was a builder by nature, not a destroyer, but he was a protector as well.
They moved forward cautiously, but it wasn’t long before one of the masters started to move in their direction.  The game was even, they could all detect each other through the detect magic spell and other enhancements.  Lia moved away from that contact, they’d only take the risk if they had too.  They’d have a chance against one master mage, but not that much of one.
Lia flowed up the stairs before him, and he realized by the route she was taking they were headed for the princess’s suite.  That seemed suicidal to him, but he didn’t question it.  He tried to think if any of his spells would allow him to jump from a seventh story window and survive.  Even his enhancements wouldn’t help him survive such a high fall, and then they’d still need to get past the castle walls.
His attention snapped back to his surroundings, there were two other mages in the game now, all three of them closing in from different directions in the castle.  Fortunately, none of them were in front, in the direction they were going, and they were fire mages without the ability to enhance their bodies, master mages or not.
Lia and Olin on the other hand, moved very quickly with their enhanced speed and strength.  Without the princess to guard they had no liabilities to slow them down, outside of their own limited power at such a young age.
He frowned, “What’s the plan.”
They were almost to the princess’s suite, and there was no way the mages would catch up to them before they did… what?  He wasn’t sure yet.
Lia’s voice cracked, “Portal, princess’s inner chamber, we might have to hold them off for a minute, it’ll take a few minutes for my mother and the others to cast it.”
He grunted, “It’ll annoy Vida, but we could collapse the ceiling in the outer two rooms.  Fire mages won’t be able to get past that much stone very easily.”
They could of course, but not very quickly, or with a simple quick spell like an earth mage could.
She sighed, “I suppose.”
He swallowed, as he realized Lia wanted to fight and kill a few on the way out, no matter how dangerous an option that would be.  What had she learned, what had happened?  It was going to drive him crazy.  His adrenaline and fear however, kept him focused on the mages moving their way, and the situation, but his worry for Lia was at an almost unbearable level at that point as well.
For good measure, he cast an earth rune spell as they entered the receiving room that collapsed the walls and ceiling of the corridor outside.
That was around the time he felt several more mages come into range of his detect magic, then more still, and even more.  Fire, air, and death mages, and more of them than he could conveniently count.  If he didn’t know better, he’d say every mage of those three towers were in the damned castle.
He completely demolished the princess’s two outer rooms, blocking them in good and well. 
He took Lia into his arms, and she stiffened against him briefly, but he didn’t let go until she melted against him and let out a sob.  He held her gently then.  The story would have to wait, as she completely broke down at that point.  There was no doubt in his mind people had died to engender such a reaction in his love, but he had no idea who, or how many.
He cast some follow up earth spells, taking all the small and large pieces of wall and ceiling, and melding them together into one large and huge block of stone.  It took a lot of his magic to do it, as he had to cast the earth spell multiple times to get all of it that was in range.  There was a lot of it.
The enemy mages got close to them just a minute later, but it took a lot of heat to shatter stone, even master fire mages would take too long to get through it, or so he hoped.
Then he felt something inconceivable, and he snorted at himself.  He was naïve.  Believe it or not, didn’t change the fact that there was an earth mage headed their way.  A very powerful one, if not a master, had sided with their enemies, betrayed their oaths, out of a thirst for freedom perhaps, but it was still a betrayal.
Why had he thought if it came to a mage civil war, that it would be a clean fight between four towers and three?  Life was never that simple.  On the good side, it probably meant there were a few death, air, and fire mages that had defected as well, on matters of conscience.
“We’re going to be in deep crap shortly.”
Lia sniffled, “I know.  I feel him coming too.”
It wasn’t just the earth mage, it was all the fire, death, and air mages waiting in the corridor by where he’d started the collapse.
He frowned, “Do you think if we levitated something, it would hold our weight too?”
She snorted, “Not a chance, the spell isn’t powerful enough.”
He laughed, “I’m not following the rules, if it gets us killed.  Besides, I’m pretty much outed already.”
She smirked through her tears, but despite her attempt at teasing her voice came out morose, “Evil mystic.”
He nodded, and then focused on a spell rune that would work in such a situation.  It didn’t take long, since it was just a slightly modified version of the levitation spell that already existed.
“Vida’s going to be pissed,” he noted clinically.
He cast another earth spell, which ripped out all the nails holding her dresser together, which immediately collapsed into a pile of wood and expensive clothing.  A second earth spell inscribed the new rune onto his left bracer in less than a second.  He cast the new spell on the thick oak dresser top, and he sat on it and took Lia with him.
She giggled, “This is crazy, you know that, right?”
He nodded, “Maybe a little.  Hold on.”
She held onto him, while he held onto the slab of wood, which raced out of the princess’s seventh story window, and a few moments after that right over the forty-foot high walls. 
It was exhilarating, and entirely terrifying, being held aloft like that.  The smooth oak seemed far too precarious and slippery, but he lowered them slowly as they continued toward the tower.
Lia had that faraway look in her eyes again, he assumed she was letting her mother know the portal wasn’t necessary.
He felt a bit awkward, as the commoners gawked at him, and looked at him in fear, while they landed and quickly ran the rest of the way to the tower.




Chapter Eleven
The living room in the tower was a somber place at the moment.  Talia had her daughter’s lovely face, light blonde hair, and vivid blue eyes.  He’d been joking when he said it, but it was also the truth, Lia’s mother was still a very attractive woman at her age.  It didn’t take him long to discover she had a similar sense of humor as well.
Lia asked first thing, “Where’s dad?”
Talia said, “At the border.  One of us had to stay and keep an eye on the battle happening there.”
Talia looked at him critically for a moment, then smiled but it didn’t quite reach her eyes.
He wasn’t overly insulted, he was pretty sure that was because of what was going on, and not about him at all.
She said, “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you, I’m sorry it had to happen under such circumstances.  Now, what happened, and how did you escape?”
He supposed his own questions would have to wait a little longer.  He also did the lion’s share of the reporting on what happened since Tanner started his coup the previous day, Lia was still too upset to get out much.
Talia nodded, “We’ll worry about you breaking the rules later, you kept my daughter safe, and I can see how much she cares for you.  I won’t see you harmed either.”
He asked, “What happened, Lia hasn’t told me.”
Talia sighed, “I don’t know all of it, not since you were put in the dungeon.  I believe based on the reports of the rest of your team, that Cassandra overplayed her hand.  In an attempt to turn Sun and Kaitlyn to our side, she berated them for their cowardice, and that their attempts to distance themselves from it would backfire, as they’d be found guilty of conspiring with Tanner.
“She told them the only chance they had was to fight on their side, otherwise they’d fall when Tanner did.  For whatever reason, this put steel in Sun’s and Kaitlyn’s spines, but not in the direction Cassandra hoped.  Perhaps they were more integral to the coup than even Cassandra believed, and knew that would come out in the end if Tanner lost, and they decided it was all or nothing to save their hides.
“Regardless, for whatever reason, they sided with Tanner more openly.  Sun, is the one who actually killed the queen.”
His eyes widened, and Talia looked at Lia reprovingly, “You didn’t tell him anything?”
Lia flushed, “I was too upset, and I couldn’t fall apart since we were in danger.”
Talia sighed, “Anyway, those two moved more openly at that point, and brought in mages from their towers as well. At that point Karina contacted us to fill us in.  The mages watching them had stopped paying attention, and she was able to get off a spell while eating.   That’s when we started to plan.  We planned and executed a rescue operation, Lia already told me you heard it, then we heard from you shortly after.
“We’d have gotten you as well, but Tanner had that part of the castle well-guarded at the time, and our rescue ran into a few snags.  We hoped you were both safe where you were, although we knew it likely at some point or another Tanner would use you as hostages.
“Regardless, the rescue was mostly successful.  We managed to rescue most of the rest of your guard team, as well as Mistresses Aubrey and Elisha, and Master Jace.  I’m sorry to be the one that has to tell you, that Cassandra didn’t make it.  Neither did Joseph, one of the young mages on your team.  We also lost two others, that you don’t know, they were at the border with us and part of the rescue team.
“We moved fast and hard, then pulled out with our people.  If it’s any consolation, we took out five of theirs, but I know it isn’t.  Cassandra was the only guild leader to fall.”
He felt frozen, as he tried to absorb that information.  Cassandra was dead, he could hardly credit the idea.  All the questions he had for her, why she’d protected him and kept his secret, so many things he’d expected them to discuss one day.  She’d also been like a mother to him, a mentor, and even a friend.  His heart squeezed, and he felt sick at heart.
No wonder Lia was so devasted, as close as he and Cassandra had grown the last eight months, Lia had always known her, and she’d grown up with Cassandra as a constant presence in her life.
She sighed, “Currently, we’re here in the towers, all the mages that are rebelling are in the castle.  Right now, I don’t think either side knows what to do.  Mostly, it’s fire, death, and air that has rebelled, but a few of ours went against their towers and joined, as did the reverse.  Tanner is on the throne, and the nobles won’t go against him, they fear him too much.”
“Don’t know what to do?”
She sighed, and replied reluctantly, “The right thing to do is to stop them, and put Vida on the throne, almost seventeen or not.  I believe we could win, but the cost would be horrific. Mages as a whole would be gutted, our population diminished to very dangerous levels.  There wouldn’t be enough mages left for all the things we do, and there’s a good chance that rune mages will become extinct, at least in Reton.  The fire, air, and death mages would number very low as well, and we’d lose a good number out of the other three towers as well.
“Of course, we can’t not do the right thing, or ignore our oaths, just because it’s hard.  However, we’re letting things cool down after the rescue, in the hopes it won’t come down to major battle.  It seems inevitable, however.  Unless we can come to some sort of compromise that satisfies our oaths, and their desire for freedom.”
He snorted.
Talia said, “Don’t be mentally lazy and lump them in all together.  Tanner is there for power, and is a corrupt man, but many of them are there for freedom, don’t doubt it.  If it didn’t betray my oaths, my honor, and require regicide, I might even be on their side.”
Lia added, “Olin had a compromise plan that might work.”
He laughed, but then stopped, when he realized she was serious.
Talia gave him a questioning look.
He felt a bit self-conscious about it, but he spoke confidently enough as he went through his and Lia’s conversation earlier.
Then he asked, “But how could that help?”
Talia said, “It could help avoid all-out war, though some will still inevitably pay a price in blood.  If we can get Vida to agree to some sort of change, or compromise in that direction, then all the people on the other side that just want freedom get it.  They may be less inclined to lay down their lives to put Tanner in power, if they win what they want without risk.  At that point, Tanner might stand alone, or at least, only the most rabidly loyal of his people will stand by him.”
He frowned, “You think Vida would go for that?  It saves a lot of us, so I could see where it would even make most of the mages on their side jump ship, but I’m not quite sure I see the benefit on her side.  Why would Vida take the risk of losing her mages’ service after ten years?”
Talia smirked, “You didn’t play what if long enough.  There will always be Tanners in the world, who want to rule.  But in a world where mages get to choose their destiny after paying their debts, he and others like him would have a much harder time garnering support for a coup.  It would also be a benefit in that any mages serving her past thirty years old, she would know they were loyal to Reton and the royal family, otherwise they’d have moved on.  That means better results, more productivity.”
He grinned, “And I thought I was naïve.”
Lia gasped at his playful shot at her mom, but Talia snickered.
Talia grinned at her daughter, “I see why you like him.  I’m also sorry about Cassandra, I know you were really close.  Much closer than her and I were.”
Talia turned back, “Obviously, there’s a lot to figure out with that.  To make it palatable for both sides.  Including the competitions, we need to question and reassess all the rules, and how they either would or wouldn’t fit in with the new way of doing things.  If she doesn’t agree of course, all of this is moot, and it will come down to a fight.  We’ll be lucky if there’s two hundred mages left in Reton, out of the seven hundred current, if that happens.
“Which is another reason Vida might compromise.  She might lose a few of us to other pursuits, but I doubt she’d lose five hundred of us.  All that death would hurt her rule, and the stability of the kingdom as well.  She might not say no, but there’s only one way to find out.
“I’m going to run the idea past Elisha, Jace, and Aubrey, we’ll sleep on it, and act in the morning.  It might be safest to retrieve our young queen at this point anyway, keep her in one of the four towers, instead of trusting her fate to luck and perceived anonymity.”
He asked, “Are you the new tower mistress then?”
She made a face, “Until my daughter’s old enough and wise enough to take over.  I don’t really want the job, but like you said earlier, we don’t always like the jobs were forced to take.  Either by circumstance, need, or law.”
Lia said pointedly, “I’m right here, you know.”
Her mother grinned, then shook her head, “Either way, you did the right thing in saving the two heirs, don’t question that, no matter what happens, or how many die.  Their blood is on Tanner’s hands, never doubt that.”
He didn’t feel all that much better knowing the truth, but it was better than being in the dark, and at least he could put his mind toward solutions.  He was a little shocked Talia took his idea and concepts of freedom and responsibility to heart, but he supposed grasping for straws was better than just mindlessly going to war, without exhausting all the possibilities.
He and Lia took the time to go to stores, and he rebuilt his equipment properly.  Using the new quick way of course, but with steel bracers and a new sword.  His new sword was identical to the old one, but he was still wistful about its loss. 
Not so much the spell runes on it, those were easily replaceable.  But… that sword, he forged with his own muscles and sweat.  Replacing it in seconds with magic just felt… too easy.
They spent the rest of the day mourning Cassandra together.  The deaths of Joseph, and two other nameless mages hit him as well, but not nearly as hard.  They didn’t speak much, but just shared their grief. Lia wasn’t the only one that shed tears that afternoon, and they held each other or at least were touching the entire time.
Everything felt like it was in limbo, and he felt like he should be doing more to fix it, but what could he do?  He had to trust that Talia, Elisha, Jace, and Aubrey would be able to thread their way out of this, without resorting to a level of violence that would scar mage society for centuries.  Possibly even weakening Reton enough to make them easier to conquer.  He hoped they could convince Vida that her throne and their loyalty would be more secure, if she loosened her grip slightly.
Of course, first, one of the guild leaders, he, or Lia would have to convince Vida to take shelter in one of the towers.  He decided not to worry about it anymore, his grief made it hard to work through, and it was even possible that Aubrey, Elisha, or Jace would reject the whole plan.




Chapter Twelve
The hot water relaxed his muscles, and the soap felt good on his skin.  So much better than a spell.  He’d decided when he’d woken up that morning a little early to delay the start of the day.  His heart still ached, mostly for the loss of Cassandra, but also for how strongly Lia was grieving.  He couldn’t fix it, and he didn’t like to see her in pain.
The whole Tanner, royal family, and split among the mages had turned into a standoff of sorts.  He supposed that was good news in a way, even if mostly bad, it seemed Tanner didn’t want to see the mages destroy themselves either, and to lose so many of them.
The compromise idea might be effective there, but not for Tanner or Sun, they were dead men if they lost or even surrendered, which would make things even more difficult.  Tanner was guilty of treason and fomenting rebellion, and Sun was guilty of regicide.  He didn’t see the princess letting either of those things go, under any circumstances.
He was able to think clearer that morning about it.  One good thing, it wouldn’t be up to him at all, the master tower mages and the princess would have to work out any accommodation.  He also realized his idea was just a starting point for negotiation, now that he reviewed the past conversation with Talia with a clear mind. 
He felt responsible, but only because his plan saved the princess and led to the current stand-off of sorts.  There was also the matter of his plan to give mages freedom, without really changing much at all in reality, just the way it was thought of and couched in freedom.  He really wasn’t responsible though, he was just a brand-new mage that had done his duty, and who’d followed his oaths and morality.
Thinking anything else was pure hubris, no matter what he was, he was still just eighteen and barely experienced in life.
After drying off, he put on his new bracers and used a spell to dry himself, and then cleaned his leathers and robes before pulling them on.  Lastly, he strapped his sword and dagger belt around his waist.  He’d woken early, since they’d gone to sleep so early last night, but his bath had burned away that free time, so he headed down for breakfast.
Something felt off as he approached the dining room, and he realized what it was when he walked in and Talia was there alone.  He cast detect magic, and felt Lia up in the tower, but not in her room.  He gave Talia a sheepish smile, and he turned around and headed back up the stairs.
It was hard to approach that open door, but he walked into Cassandra’s office while fighting off that lump in his throat, which he supposed was Talia’s now.  He could practically feel Cassandra in the room, and he vividly remembered their first meeting just eight months ago, but his eyes and mind were mostly on Lia, who was studying the room as if lost.  He walked over, and took her hand, but otherwise didn’t say a thing, just waited, and existed with her in that moment of grief.
It was so palpable it took focus and effort to be strong for her, and not break down himself.  He wondered if he’d ever see the playful teasing young woman that he’d fallen so hard for, again.  He knew he would, life went on even through tragedy, but it would take time.
Lia whispered, “When I was younger, I used to follow her around all the time, and she put up with it gracefully.  I wanted to be like her when I grew up, and that hasn’t really changed.  She was always strong, yet kind, almost effortlessly.  Something that’s always been beyond me, I’m too volatile.  Her equanimity wasn’t an act, or a struggle for her, it was who she was.  Now I’m scared I’m going to lose my mother too, in this mess before it’s worked out. 
“And you, the whole council will know what you are by now, my mother will have seen to that, as is her duty.  That terrifies me.”
He said, “None of us know how long we have, but I know I’ll love you and be there for you for my lifetime.”  However long that turns out to be, was the ending that he left off, but it was clearly implied.
She smirked, “I love you, Olin.  I’ll be alright, it’s just a shock.  I still can’t believe she’s gone.  She truly was the best of us.  In all the towers, not just this one.  Her ambition was never to rule, it was to make all of us the best we could be, to arm us with experience for a dangerous world.  Honestly, I’d be more worried about you if not for this split.  I don’t believe my mother, Aubrey, Elisha, or Jace will panic and do anything precipitous, they’re good people too.  Not without Tanner involved in the decision and egging on their fears.”
He nodded, “I’m not sure it will even be an issue, until the bigger one is worked out.”
She shook her head, “It will come up today, it’s too big to be swept under the rug.  Even for rebellion and the rest of the mess.  Thanks for coming for me, let’s get breakfast.”
That was a comforting thought, not.  He was too big an issue to be swept under the rug during a rebellious siege of sorts?
“I’ll always come for you.”
She smiled, but it was wan, and barely reached her eyes.
They headed down to breakfast together, and Talia gave him a grateful look before welcoming her daughter to breakfast.  It was clear to him Talia loved her daughter very much, but that she also wasn’t entirely sure how to handle that.  He suspected it was because she and Garen had been away so much on missions.
Lia asked, “So, what’s the plan?”
Talia said, “Eat first.  Worry later.  Grief steals the appetite, but you both need to eat heartily, it’s going to be a hard-enough day as it is.”
Lia rolled her eyes, but she didn’t argue as she put food on her plate.
He followed suite.
Talia asked, “So, you were a blacksmith, and your magic was discovered because you’d made an advanced
mage spell as your maker’s mark?”
He nodded, “That about sums it up, yes.  It almost killed me.  Besides barely having enough magic to power five runes the first time I used magic, there was also a feedback issue because I was focused on the whole mark, rather than just the starburst in the center.”
Talia winced.
He chuckled, “I was out cold for over a day, and would’ve died if a life mage hadn’t been passing through town with a new recruit of their own.  It hurt at the time, and wasn’t a laughing matter, but in hindsight I can see how damned lucky I was.”
Talia asked, “How did you come up with the mark.”
He swallowed down the lump again, that was a question and conversation he’d been wanting to have with Cassandra since he’d arrived.
“Sturdy and sharp, fast and strong.  Those were the ideals I focused on when making my mark.  I wanted the mark to look as deadly as the sword.  So I suppose being what I am, the runes just came to me because of that desire.  Besides casting those four spells, it’s what the runes mean in that language.”
Talia asked, “So, you can read the language?”
He nodded, “Doesn’t help much.  Except I do know that our bedrooms, and the office, used to be workrooms, like on the second floor.  That’s what the runes say, anyway.”
Talia smirked, “Yes, when we blocked off most of the tower, we knew we didn’t need two floors of workrooms, no more than we’d needed a dozen floors of bedrooms.  That was before my time.  I trust you won’t be making any new spells?”
He frowned, “That’s the plan.  But doing just that saved the princess, and then saved Lia and I the next day.  I’m not sure under the threat of death, if something similar was needed, that I wouldn’t act.  No, that’s an evasion. I’ll create spells all day long, if Lia’s life or my sense of duty depends on it.  I won’t do so for personal gain. 
“One of the things I’d always wanted to talk to Cassandra about, was a rune I thought up my first week here.  One that would find mages, all mages, whether they’ve ever channeled their magic or not.  I suspect there’s a lot of rune mages out there, not to mention the others.  Forgotten lines.”
She questioned, “And you’d like to gather them up?”
He shook his head, “I’d like to give that option to the council.  I doubt there’s a whole lot, and it’d be a lot of effort.  The reach of the spell is no greater than detect magic, so the searcher would have to wander every street in towns, cities, and farms, they could even miss mages as people wander about the cities and won’t stand still within a search grid.”
Talia sighed, “A better way would be to set up in the city square, and then ask the population to come by to be tested.  And if the council demands you never make another spell?”
He shrugged, “Then I will be punished the next time I’m forced to save a life in such a way.  I can even forego making new spells if it means failing my current mission, as long as deaths aren’t the result.  That isn’t likely to come up very often.  I won’t be doing it for selfish reasons, or even lazy reasons, to make something easier to accomplish.  Only if a death is on the line.  To do otherwise is immoral, it would be trading my life for another’s, and I won’t let someone die that I can save, simply to salve someone’s fear.”
Lia looked both proud and worried at his words.
What Lia didn’t seem to see, and he did, was that Talia was impressed by his answers, or maybe that was just wishful thinking.  Whatever happened, his life and the power structure of Reton was a mess at the moment.
Talia asked, “So you believe you’re above the rules.”
He froze, then said, “I believe rules have a purpose for being.  The rules against experimentation with new spells are there to safeguard lives, and to prevent young, ambitious, but stupid mages from killing themselves.  That doesn’t apply to a mystic.  I won’t be making new spells at all, unless they’re grounded in currently understood magical theory.  If you note, both spells I made were variations of well-known spells grounded in accepted theory.  I don’t believe I’m better than anyone else, but I do believe I have a talent no one else has.”
Lia looked angry.
He said calmly, “It’s alright, Lia.  She’s just coaching me for the questioning that’s coming up in council later.  Although she is testing me at the same time, but that’s more about us personally, than what I am.”
Talia sighed, “You are eighteen, aren’t you?  You’re awfully perceptive for a young man.”
He laughed, “Yes, but you’re very much like your daughter, and I know her very well.  Or I suppose it’s the other way around, she’s very much like you.”
Lia looked horrified by that suggestion, which made him laugh again, drawing Lia’s ire to him.
He smirked.
Lia sighed in disgust, “It’s stupid.  You’re a good man, what you are shouldn’t matter.  The fear has no basis, and is about mystics in the past, which you aren’t.  We should be focused on the real problem.”
That’s what he’d always believed too, that it was fear of the unknown and a past that was painted in infamy, but he questioned that belief a moment later based on Talia’s facial reaction to her daughter’s rant.  He came to the conclusion that wasn’t entirely true, even if not entirely false either.  There was apparently a very real and logical reason to fear what he was, in this place and time.
That worried him, and he didn’t think Talia would answer his question, and tell him what that fear was, if he’d asked it.  Secrets, history, rules, he was surrounded by it, and he didn’t fully understand it all.  He suspected the truth of the mystics of the past was partially a secret, one that Talia seemed to know.




Chapter Thirteen
The council chambers, where all the tower masters and mistresses met, was in the spoke corridor between the rune tower and the large central arena.  He walked with Talia, apparently he didn’t have a choice, but Lia accompanied them and was a comfort at his side, because she chose to come despite Talia’s effort to have her stay behind.
He got why Talia had tried, Lia could be emotional at times, and she let her outrage speak out at times.  She was protective of him, as he was of her.  Still, he’d rather have her there, and if she told off the council that was a price they were willing to pay.
The large room itself had a seven-sided table.  All the sides were wide enough to accommodate at least five chairs comfortably, so it was no effort to fit the three of them.  There was also additional seating around the room, presumably for silent witnesses should they choose to show up to a guild council meeting.
He smiled, and nodded in greeting to Caley, who for some reason was attending and sitting right next to Aubrey, the life tower mistress.  The earth tower mistress Elisha, and water tower master Jace also had guests, Carolynn for the former and Karina for the latter.  It didn’t take long for him to realize how those three were connected.  Perhaps those three were there as character witnesses of sorts?  Of all the other mages in the other towers, he imagined those three knew him best.  Carolynn and Karina knew who he was now, and Caley knew him eight months ago.  His and Caley’s friendship had run its course, but not of their own choice, and they still at least exchanged formal greetings in sword practice.
He felt like he was on trial as he sat down, and in a very real sense he was on trial.  Perhaps not for his life, he didn’t believe they would kill him out of hand, but his service and his magic could be ended.  He hoped whatever that real threat was, that he posed, somehow, wouldn’t override their thinking.  People often let fear guide them, even leaders.
Aubrey nodded, “First, let’s discuss the proposal brought to us last night by our newest member.  I’m inclined to try it.  There are a number of failure points I’ve identified.  The largest of which is Vida could simply order us to attack and take him down, and we’d be honor bound to do so.  There’s not much we can do about that one, except be persuasive.  Hopefully, she will at least listen and consider our advice and proposal.
“The second issue is any talks about our rights with the princess will be in this room among the four of us and her.  How do we communicate those things out to the enemy mages we hope to draw onto our side, when they’re all in the castle? Assuming we do come to an accommodation.
“The third and last issue I thought of, is of time.  It could take days, perhaps even weeks, to come up with a solid core policy and then go over all the rules, decide which ones were only in support of the old regime and if they should be modified or thrown out entirely.  Tanner won’t sit idle in this standoff forever, and there’s no doubt once we get her here, he’ll find out about her presence in the towers.”
Elisha said, “All good points.  I have a slight change after considering the proposal, at least for a starting point of negotiation to the plan submitted last night.  The points were well made, but in the beginning the fact is we’d still be required to give oaths and serve for ten years.  Having one choice only to retain our magic and become apprentices is not freedom, even if it’s limited to ten years.  I suggest that be one of the options.  The other option would be for a new apprentice to pay for their schooling and food.  Although that would be a harder road, and one most wouldn’t pick, it would truly mean we were free from step one.  Of course, the third option would still exist, the second option as it is now, they’d have the choice of having their magic burned out if they didn’t want to be a mage.”
Talia said, “I agree, we should start from that position.”
Aubrey said, “Agreed.”
Jace said, “I also agree, now let’s address Aubrey’s concerns.  The first there isn’t much we can do about it, if the princess rejects it out of hand, we must follow our oaths.  Which means we need a backup plan in place and must prepare for war.  My hope is she’ll listen.  Anyway, the second issue is easily solved.  We have fire, death, and air mages on our side, residing in their towers.  They can communicate our decision out to the others, and tell them that they fight for no reason, and are on the side of ambition and foolishness.  Something like that.”
Talia interjected, “We could defer three.  Come up with a core plan for freedom, that should be enough to convince some if not most of the three towers to defect to our side.  That they’ll have their freedom.  The rules can be hammered out after, once the crisis is passed and we have a full council again, with a new master or mistress of the fire, air, and death towers.”
Aubrey smiled, “Good.  That should work, although even just the core rights and responsibilities of mage kind will take a while to determine.  I propose we deal with the other issue, then contact the princess immediately.  I suspect that Tanner has mages going out to search for her, so the sooner we get her here to relative safety, and start the negotiations if she’s open to it, the better.”
Elisha nodded, “I also agree with Talia’s and Jace’s observations and ideas, and that we should move on.”
Then the three of them looked at Olin.
He smiled nervously, and then sat up a little straighter.  He was undeniably nervous, but he also wouldn’t break down, or even back down on his sticking points.  He wouldn’t allow others to die, for someone else’s fear, not even those of the ruling guild council.
Aubrey started, “We’ve all read the progress file Cassandra maintained on him.  Nowhere in there did it state he was a mystic.  I’m not sure why Cassandra chose to hide that information, and I won’t speculate as to why.  Outside of saving the princess’s life, and his own along with his partner, he hasn’t broken the rules once during his apprenticeship or on his first mission as a mage.
“Olin is hardworking, bright, and has a lot of promise as a mage.  I also spoke with Caley here at length last night, who spoke highly of him and agreed to be here and be questioned on her observations. 
“This is a serious thing. We haven’t had a mystic among us in close to twenty generations.  There is a risk, but I believe it’s manageable, and he hasn’t done anything to make me worry.”
Jace frowned, “He did break the rules.  By his own judgement.  He also concealed the fact he was doing so, to hide his true nature.  I see the same thing when I read his file, and from what I can gather he isn’t politically ambitious, but he is still very young and idealistic.  Naïve.  That won’t always be so.”
Elisha grimaced, “You can’t know that.  You also can’t know that if he did become politically ambitious that he would… break the rules.”
Yes, definitely a secret, and he was highly curious about that.  It was also frustrating, it was more than obvious whatever the secret was, it would be a large part in their decision on what to do with him or about him.  Frustrating, because he had no way of weighing that.
Talia interjected, and took a few minutes to brief them on her questioning him that morning over.  She even proved out his own thoughts, when she defended his stance on the rules, only creating new spells if a life was at risk.  She thought it spoke highly to his integrity, honesty, and who he was, that he didn’t lie about that to get out of trouble.
When she finished, one by one, Caley, Karina, and Carolynn gave their own testimony to his character and answered a few questions about their time together.  He was both embarrassed and proud at how the three ladies thought so highly of him, and at the same time they thought he was naïve and inexperienced.  Well, the latter two on that last part, more than Caley, who was his own age.
Point being, it wasn’t all positive, but the positive far outweighed his perceived faults on their part, and even then those faults weren’t damning and still spoke to his character.
Elisha tilted her head, “Have any of you considered this may not be a problem at all, that having a mystic with us could be a solution for our other problem?”
Talia blanched, “No.  Absolutely not, we can’t put that on him.”
Elisha shrugged, “Why not?  He’s a full mage, and he’s given his oaths.  He’s also clearly a young man with integrity.  He is not a child that needs to be protected.”
Talia said stubbornly, “It’s our responsibility.”
Jace shook his head, “He could save lives, if it came to war, but the attendant risk to taking that path is too great.  I’m going to have to side with Talia on this one, if for different reasons.  It is also too much responsibility for one so young, if technically a full mage.  Even that’s suspect, given it was done at Tanner’s insistence to aid his coup.”
At that point, he was extremely confused.  Lia, Karina, Carolynn, and Caley looked equally baffled.  Clearly the council had secrets they didn’t share with anyone, and they were big secrets.
Aubrey said, “We’ve gotten off point, which is moot because I’m siding with Talia and Jace on this tangent Elisha leaded us off in, for both their reasons.  It’s too risky, and it may bring him to harm, we won’t be using any of our people as a weapon.  This moment is about the disposition of this young man for his actions, and as disgusting as the thought is, for what he was born as.  We could throw the book at him for breaking the rules, but I don’t believe he’s truly done anything wrong.  To do so would be a thin excuse as best, to get rid of a mystic problem.  As for those other considerations, perhaps he should be banned from ever being on this council.”
Jace frowned, “You think we should make an exception?  Any other mage caught experimenting would be burned out, perhaps even killed if they endangered the lives of others with such cavalier behavior.”
Talia smirked, and said pointedly, “Any other mage doesn’t have his inborn talents.  He literally can’t make a mistake, unless he ventures into realms not covered by magical theory, which he swore he wouldn’t do, even in an attempt to save a life.  He agrees that taking such a risk on totally new magic would be too high, and as such would follow the rules against experimentation.  Modifying current spells is child’s play for a mystic, and I don’t believe we can even characterize such an effort as experimentation.  He doesn’t experiment, he just does it. He knows it will work.”
Aubrey nodded slowly in thought, “Not so much an exception to the rule, but his making of a new spell doesn’t comprise experimentation, so technically he hasn’t broken a rule.”
He felt a little hope, he also wondered why he was there.  So far, not one of them had asked him a direct question, though they had asked questions of his character witnesses and each other.  On the other hand, maybe that was a good thing. 
Talia and even Elisha seemed firmly on his side, the latter, so much so that she wanted to use him and his ability, somehow, against Tanner and the others, in a way that the others all rejected.  Aubrey seemed almost neutral, and a bit ashamed at the fact he was on trial for what he was born as, a mystic.  Even his largest detractor, Jace, had admitted he had good qualities.
All in all, it could’ve been going a lot worse.  It seemed Lia had been correct in her observation in Cassandra’s office. Without Tanner there to stir the pot, and Sun and Kaitlyn to back his play, he might just walk out of there none the worse.
Jace snorted, “Sophistry.  But I can see I’m clearly outvoted here, but clearly it is an exception,” he shifted the argument, “Aubrey mentioned just banning him from ever being on this council, I will settle for just that if I must, but I also want him watched.  Perhaps he is a good man now, one we can trust implicitly, but men change, and he is very young.”
Talia nodded, “Easily done, since we watch all our mages, and I only have six to watch, seven including myself.”
Aubrey sighed, “Very well, I reluctantly agree to that, in compromise.  Banned from council service, and he’s permitted to create spells if in the service of saving a life.  He’ll be watched for any evidence of shifting loyalties or unbecoming ambitions.  Is that our decision, no actual punishment or even censure, correct?”
Elisha sighed, “I can live with that too, but I believe you’re selling the young man short.”
Talia glared at Elisha, and the latter held up her hands in surrender.
Aubrey asked, “Any other concerns related to this, or can we vote on it and move on?”
Talia said, “There is one more thing.  It goes back to my last comment.  Olin believes he has a rune that can detect inactive mages.  We’ve long believed our rune tower is so empty because the triggering event for a rune mage is far more complicated, but there’s other advantages in it.  The mages from the other disciplines can sometimes die, or even kill others on accident with raw magic expulsion, during their first accidental channeling.
“Such a spell would assuage that risk.  Granted, most of the other mage children are here already, but it might be worth looking into.”
Jace grimaced and looked at Olin, “Just how many spells have you created young man.  Not cast, created.”
He frowned, “A lot, actually, Master Jace.  I’ve only cast or used two of them.  It would be an impossibility not to think of new runes.  I do it almost all the time, less so now than in the beginning.  The best I can do is not to cast them, try them, or even talk about them.  Which I don’t.  It’s part of my very being, all I have to do is really want to do something, and the rune takes shape in my mind.  It’s what I am.  It would be like you not noticing a tree, or a sunset, it’s just not possible to avoid.”
Elisha asked, “Less so, now?”
He replied, “Knowledge.  In the beginning, when I first got here, I knew no runes at all.  Over the last eight months I’ve learned every rune spell in our library.  That covers a lot, if not everything that might come up in a day to day situation, which means it’s much rarer for me to have a random desire toward doing something that isn’t already covered by what I now know.  Plus, all the other runes I now know that I came up with, covers most of my random thoughts during the day.”
Elisha nodded, “That makes sense, and it doesn’t change my vote.  If anything, it backs up my thoughts, that he’s a man of integrity.”
Jace goggled, “How so?”
Elisha said, “He doesn’t need us, and he doesn’t need our rules.  He could disappear with one of his new clever spells, and we’d never see him again.  He doesn’t need us to teach him anything.  Yet, here he sits, and following the rules.  He even outed himself, and put himself in danger, to save the princess by his oath.”
Jace sighed, “Alright, I can see that, but he also hid it for a long time, for his own self-interest.”
It was Talia’s turn to snort.
“Everyone has a right to self-defense and self-interest.  That he betrayed himself to save another is the important part.”
Aubrey said, “I suggest we vote, and we can talk about the detect mage spell another day, and hopefully solve that empty tower problem the rune mages have on that day as well.  I suggest all such spells that aren’t done in the moment to save a life, if he believes them truly useful in such a large way, should be put to a vote first.
“Let’s not get bogged down in this third issue, we have enough to be worried about right now.”
Talia said, “I call for a vote, so we can move on to that other problem and avert civil war.  The judgement as Aubrey outlined earlier.  No censure or punishment, but keep a close eye on him, and he’ll banned from council service in the future.”
He wondered at that latter, and he could only assume that if he served on the council that he’d become privy to those secrets they clearly feared him knowing.  Well, except for Elisha, she seemed to want to not only tell him about it, but also set him loose on their behalf with whatever it was. 
The vote was unanimous, but he could tell Jace was very nervous about it.  It made him doubly glad the other three mage guild heads weren’t around for it, or Jace may very well have voted with those three, and they’d have condemned him to who knows what.  He suspected the man had just seen what direction the wind was blowing, and that Jace hadn’t wanted to completely alienate himself from Olin, since he’d have lost the vote anyway.
Jace clearly wasn’t a bad man, he was just worried that Olin would do… something, if he discovered… something.  That was frustrating, not knowing, but he didn’t imagine that would change anytime soon.
He also felt horribly guilty, and a little disgusted, at being even a little grateful for the other events. At feeling relieved that the three other guild leaders were officially outlaws, which was terrible.  It was entirely possible, those outlaws would become usurpers in truth, and rule in Reton.  Only two heartbeats stood in their way.
Of course, if they weren’t outlaws, none of the last few days would’ve happened, and his secret would still be safe.
They were kept in the council room long enough for Aubrey to contact the princess through magic, she’d guarded the young princess when she was just a girl, and she’d spent enough time around her since then for it to work.
Once the princess agreed to come, the council sent them off, and not long after that the council meeting ended and they rounded up some more masters.  Enough to open a normal portal to bring Vida to the towers, without draining any of the mages fully.  Somehow, he didn’t think they were invited to watch the negotiations, but he’d know soon enough if the princess rejected them out of hand.
If that happened, they’d go to war.  He wondered if they did, if there’d be a castle left standing at the end of it.
There was very little incentive for the princess to give up control, except for the fact a war between mages would lessen her kingdom’s security, simply from all the deaths.  They couldn’t afford the losses, not with the enemy empire knocking on their door.  Mage society would suffer with that many losses, there wouldn’t be enough to protect the kingdom, much less for all the other duties and missions the crown sent them on.
Talia noticed that their curiosity had them loitering nearby, and she sent them back to the tower, so he could only presume the princess would arrive safely and speak to the council.
He also, selfishly, wondered if they’d tell the princess about him, or if they’d keep it a mage secret.  It wasn’t lost on him, that if Princess Vida ordered his death, the councils tacit vote of approval in his favor would be meaningless at that point.  Not that he truly believed Vida would do such a thing, but it was still a thing.




Chapter Fourteen
Lia said, “Curious?  I’m dying to know what they aren’t telling us.”
He laughed, “Me too, but I can live with it if I get to spend a whole lifetime with you.”
Lia blushed.
The two of them were in the living room, basically waiting for orders.  Without being on a mission any longer, he could go back to the old way of practicing his channeling, but he decided to keep up with the new way instead.  It seemed prudent to do so. After a week of it, it was a firmly established habit, and it would be better not to ever weaken himself fully, even at night.
Who knew when an emergency might come up? He was a mage now, not an apprentice, and that meant more responsibility and being on the duty roster.  Especially in the current situation, when Tanner could launch a surprise attack at any time even while the council worked to avoid that scenario.
For the rest of the morning they just enjoyed each other’s presence, and the easy conversation they shared.  Being let loose by the council was a hell of a relief, despite all the other stuff hanging over his head.
Lia practically tackled her mother as she walked into the tower two hours later, for lunch.  Verbally, at least.
“What’s going on?”
Talia laughed, “Council business,” but there was a teasing edge to her voice.
“Mom!”
Talia giggled, so much like Lia did when teasing, it was almost disturbing.
“We’ve just gotten done laying things out.  We’ll discuss it after the princess has time to consider things after lunch.”
Lia looked skeptical, “That took two hours?”
She nodded, “We had to lay out all the thoughts and reasons.  Just saying, can we please have our independence from the crown, and make service voluntarily, wouldn’t have gone anywhere.  We needed to advise her on the dismal future for the kingdom and throne if we did have a full-scale mage civil war.  We also had to convince her that most mages would choose to serve a greater cause than simply earning coin to fill our bellies, and most would choose the security of the kingdom as that cause.
“I think we even convinced her that it would be better, and it would ultimately serve the kingdom to let any mages that didn’t want to serve go, because they’re work would be subpar.  No one does a good job after all, if they’re forced to do it and they don’t like it.
“Then there were her non-negotiable points, which she had to lay out to us, and she even told us the reasons behind them and why she couldn’t budge.  Fortunately, those weren’t truly bad for us, or even unreasonable.  It’s a good sign that she’s willing to negotiate at all, when she really doesn’t have to.  It shows she cares more about lives and the future of the kingdom than she does about herself or her need to avenge her mother’s murder.
“Delphine and Daniel did a very good job raising that young lady.”
Lia smirked, “Revenge could be part of it too.  I imagine it would be satisfying to see Tanner lose his mind as all his mages defect, or most of them.  It would completely destroy him before we took his life.”
Talia peered at her daughter, “That’s disturbing.  Revenge isn’t a good thing daughter, we work for the best outcome out of love and duty toward the living, not out of spite or revenge for the dead.”
Lia blushed, “Sorry, I was very angry about Cassandra dying, I want Tanner to suffer before the end, to understand what he’s done, and how badly he’s failed.”
Talia shook her head, “And if he does, you won’t feel any better, nor will it bring Cassandra back.  Always strike with mercy, and kill cleanly, or you’ll become what you hate.”
Lia took a deep breath, and changed the subject, “What concessions?”
Talia said, “Any that serve on the council, must be willing to give permanent lifelong oaths to the ruler of Reton.  It’s a lifetime position of power, otherwise the mage guilds would slowly but surely completely separate from the crown.  It’s a way to bind us, and part of the price for power.  Much like she can’t do whatever she wants.  She must always think of the kingdom first, much as I think of you, and Aubrey puts her life mages first.  Other mages within the guilds will have a choice, though we don’t have a full agreement on what that will look like.  No doubt she’ll have a counter for our first offer, and we’ll counter that.  If we do it right, no one will be completely happy, but we’ll be free enough.
“May I eat now, daughter?”
Lia blushed furiously at that calmly but pointedly put question, and she led the three of them into the dining room where lunch was already set up by the servants.
“Any other demands?” Lia asked as they sat down.
Talia said, “Yes, but in all seriousness that is council business only, and won’t affect the mages or our freedoms.”
Lia smirked, “So, it’s about that secret you all alluded to in council, and mystics, the one no one wants us to know.”
Talia mock glared, and her non-answer was answer enough.  It seemed the crown knew that secret as well.  Not the secret itself, but Lia had managed to put another chip in the wall.
Talia said, “You both did well in council today.”
Lia shook her head, “I didn’t say anything.”
Talia smirked beatifically, “Exactly, my daughter, exactly.”
Lia gasped, clearly offended for a moment, but then broke down in giggles.
“I’m not that bad, am I?”
Talia shook her head, “I was in my mid-twenties before I learned that level of discretion, I’m proud of you.  We can be… emotional at times.  Quick to defend what we love and care about, what we believe in.  It’s not a bad trait to have, that stubbornness will see you through life and its various challenges, but it doesn’t have a place in the council chamber where discretion serves best.”
Lia grimaced, “To be fair, none of them said anything all that bad about Olin.”
Olin snickered.
Lia grinned, “So, you learned the secrets last night?”
Talia sighed, “Yes, can we move on?  I can’t tell you, and though a threat exists in the knowledge and Olin, it’s in truth much bigger than that.”
His mind made another leap, at the last part of her sentence, but he kept his mouth shut.
Lia nodded, “Alright, I’ll drop it.  But you’re killing me.”
Talia smirked, “You’ll survive.  And you’ll know all about it as soon as you make master, since I plan to retire as soon as that happens.  Call it… incentive.”
The only prerequisite to being a tower master, was being recognized as a master mage by the other master mages.  Usually through a test or trial, but he wasn’t sure what that entailed yet.  In his and Lia’s case, that meant Talia, Garen, Tannen, and Elissa.  Her and Sam’s parents were all master rune mages at their age.
Lia groaned theatrically, and he snickered again.
He’d never seen this side of her before, seen her so exasperated.  Perhaps it took a parent to bring it out.
Talia said, “Behave, or I’ll send you two off on a mission.  I’m already tempted to do so, just as your mother, to get you out of harm’s way.  This whole thing could still explode at any moment, we have no idea what Tanner, Kaitlyn, and Sun are planning, or how long it will be before they initiate that plan.”
Lia frowned, “A mission?”
Talia shrugged, “The troops the queen assembled marched south with Tanner’s blessing, at least he isn’t causing trouble in regard to the war.  I could send you as an escort, and to bring back the maimed.  In two weeks, this will all be over one way or the other, and we can focus our attention where it should be, on Vemor.”
Lia shook her head, “Don’t do that, I’ll behave.  I wouldn’t put Olin in unnecessary danger anyway, no matter how much I hate Tanner and what he’s done.  I want to be here and see this done.  Where is the princess staying?”
“Water mage tower, they have the best defense against fire, and a lot more defenders than we do.”
He said, “Technically, aren’t we still on a mission, and derelict of duty?  There are still three more weeks of protection duty to see to.”
Talia sighed in exasperation, “Two of you?  It can’t be allowed of course, by tradition and rules you can’t step foot into water’s tower.  Your mission is of this moment officially cancelled.”
He shook his head, “I get that, but what if it does come down to civil war.  We have to work together, all four towers, or we’ll fall one at a time.  This is another of those times where the rules are getting in the way of common sense.  Plus, I know a much safer place for the princess, one where we can guarantee her survival as long as we can keep her from being taken away.  You could even hold council there, in the common room, for the foreseeable future.”
Lia’s eyes unfocused, then she giggled.
Talia groaned as it hit her too, “The inn, right? In the arena’s mock village?  The safety spells would prevent her death.  Damnit, why didn’t we think of that?  We could even guard her with a mix of all four magic disciplines on our side in the same place without breaking tower rules.  All seven if we include the small amount of defectors in the duty.”
She stood up and rushed out the door.
Lia smirked, “Nice.  I’ve never seen my mother that gob smacked before.”
He sniggered, “They were probably so busy fighting for the honor of hosting the queen apparent, that they never once thought it’d be safer to choose none of the towers.”
Lia cleared her throat, “You know what that means.”
He sighed, knowing how her mind worked.  Well, at least some of the time, all women were a mystery.  To be honest, his mind had already been leaning in the same direction.
“That we don’t have to give up our duty to guard the princess?”
Lia nodded.
They quickly finished off lunch, they had the time since it’d take a few minutes for Talia to convince the others that moving the princess and guarding her in the arena was the best they could do, and then they got up and headed to the arena.  Chances were that they’d be sent back to the tower, but it was worth a try.  Being busy would be good for them, he thought.  He’d rather be busy, than wallowing in grief for Cassandra, and worry for all their futures.  He was also just as reluctant to be sent away on a mission, he wanted to be on duty here, where it was all happening.
It wouldn’t be long before Tanner found out the princess was there, and that might make him accelerate his plans and overcome his reluctance to be the one to start a mage civil war.  He hoped not, but he also knew their window for negotiations and to convince the three towers to defect from their masters who had obviously gone rogue, was very small.
Really, when he thought about it, it was a horribly desperate plan, but it was the only plan they had.  On the other hand, it was also an opportunity born of crisis.  He wasn’t sure if it would be worth the cost, but them gaining the same freedoms for mages that the commoners enjoyed seemed a very worthy pursuit in his mind.  At least something good might come of it.
All things had a cost, but in his opinion the cost had already been too high, as they’d lost nine mages including Cassandra, on both sides.  Life was precious, but if they did fix things so this wouldn’t happen again, and gain those freedoms, at least their deaths won’t be in vain.




Chapter Fifteen
He smiled, and Lia smirked, when they ran into Carolynn and Karina lingering near the arena.
Karina said, “I see you two had the same idea?”
He nodded, “If you mean continuing to guard the princess, yes.”
Carolynn asked, “How much of a chance we won’t be sent off.”
He shrugged, “I’m not sure, but I have an argument ready.  It occurred to me how truly strange a real battle would be in the arena.”
Karina tilted her head in question.
He said, “A non-mage blade master could face down a very powerful master mage in the arena, and they’d win every single time.  I imagine the only mages that would give me trouble in a real fight would be life mage blade masters, and the enemy doesn’t have any of those, I don’t think.”
Carolynn gaped for a moment at the absurd statement, then laughed after she thought it through.
Karina said, “That helps you, what about the three of us?”
He shook his head, “Not sure, Lia too, since we need to be assigned together until my magic’s fully grown.  Not even Talia can reverse that, it was decided by full council vote.  It couldn’t hurt to have you there to guide our inexperience, and our young queen knows and trusts the four of us.”
Lia smirked.
Carolynn sighed, “Let’s try.”
The four of them walked out into the arena, and toward the mock village.
The master mages currently on guard duty gave them funny looks, but no one stopped them.  There was a certain amount of confusion in all the activity, as the princess had been quickly moved.  Many things from stores were being moved to the inn, though it had a fully functional kitchen it didn’t have any food or fuel for a fire, not to mention good linens, plates, and silverware. 
It looked like they had every servant in all the towers hopping to get that done as quickly as possible, to make the place truly livable.
The arena although large was a closed in space, but that wasn’t an issue.  The arena spells kept the air safe and breathable, in the face of master fire mages and their spells.  The magic wouldn’t have a problem compensating for the smoke of a simple and small cookfire in the inn’s cast iron stove.
He just held his head high, and he walked into the inn like he belonged there.  The princess and council were sitting around one of the larger tables for eight, and they all looked over in surprise at the interruption.  He just kept a non-expression on his face as the four of them rounded the table, and then stood against the wall behind the princess.
Talia’s eyes narrowed, Jace looked annoyed, but both Elisha and Aubrey looked bemused.
The princess smiled their way, very briefly, and he felt a surge of relief go through him.  He hadn’t known until that moment just how worried he was that the princess would blame him for the death of her mother.  Unfairly or not, his spell hadn’t been able to remove her from danger.
Besides, he blamed himself, so it seemed somewhat reasonable that the queen’s daughter would as well.
Talia asked in a dangerously low voice, “What is it you four think you’re doing?”
Karina replied, “Our duty, we’re assigned to her majesty’s protection this month.  Now that she’s no longer in a tower, the four of us can continue to work together without breaking tower custom.”
Jace snorted, “That’s absurd, we have every master among us not on the border on that duty, outside the inn.”
He nodded, “But everyone with a sword that knows where the pointy end goes, needs to be here, Master Jace.  Right now, in this situation, I’m as, if not more effective than a master mage.  In fact, I’d recommend if we can safely contact them, to have the royal guard here as well.  They’d be very helpful and an edge in any confrontation, at least, inside the arena, working with our mages.”
There was a dead silence at that for about ten seconds.
Aubrey laughed, but the rest of the councilors were clearly confused by his statement.  The fact she caught on so fast might have been because she had a sword on her belt, and she was a blade master just like most of the life mages.  She was used to thinking in those terms, where the others weren’t.
It was also a relief. He wasn’t sure he wanted to be the one to fully explain the tactics they should be using, that they obviously hadn’t come up with yet due to the move being just a few minutes ago.  It was a bit… arrogant of him, to be dictating the tactics they should be using to the council.
Aubrey said, “He’s right.  A master fire mage could blast through his shields, but the arena safety spells would save him.  The master fire mage though, would be dead, as soon as he ran his sword through the man’s chest.  The safeties can’t compensate for an immediately deadly physical wound.  Head, heart, and decapitation. It’s why we have strict rules on what sword moves can’t be used during a competition.
“Sure, by the rules of the competition he’d be marked in a red aura by the arena after being blasted by our theoretical fire mage, and honor bound to leave the field.  In a true battle however, glowing red wouldn’t stop him from ending a threat, permanently, with a few inches of steel.”
Aubrey paused to let that fact sink in, and perhaps to come up with the best tactics in such a weird situation.  She continued when the others finally nodded reluctantly in understanding.
“We moved the princess here because it would be easier to protect her, but it also may work in our favor as well, not having to lose so many mages if it does come down to a fight.  I suggest if Tanner attacks before we can work out a compromise, and hopefully steal his mages out from under him, we set up the following.
“The outer ring of protection should be master mages and perhaps others of water, air, and earth.  Along with most of the royal guard, the ones that would normally guard the castle entrances and rooms.  The mages will try to use non-deadly spells, working alongside the guard, who will manacle those mages.  Obviously, the arena won’t stop a spell from containing someone non-violently.  The royal guards can help with that part as well, spells won’t kill them, and it will give us numbers.  One swing with a mace, and a broken arm, will prevent a mage from casting further spells.
“The inner ring of protection against the princess will be if the outer ring fails.  I don’t wish to see our people die, especially those only showing loyalty to their towers, if very bad judgement in following their guild heads into treason.  However, the inner ring will be made up of the royal family’s personal guards in the royal guard, their best blade masters, as well as the life mage blade masters. 
“Their job, should our enemy win through the first ring, will be to put them down fast and hard with prejudice.  We will do what’s necessary, and we’ll kill if the risk escalates that far.  We can’t risk one of them taking the princess out of here, where she can be killed with steel or spell.”
Jace said, “In that scenario, all of my mages, not to mention Elisha’s, would be dead?”
Aubrey shook her head firmly, then said, “Unlikely.  I believe they’ll come to the same conclusion as Olin did, given time to think it through, as we would have, and form their tactics to delay or trap our mages and defenders.  This fight will be unlike a competition or a battle of magic in war on the border.  Unique, and I should’ve seen it myself, I would’ve if we weren’t so focused on this compromise.  Maybe it’s naïve, but I think they’ll be as hesitant to kill us as we’ll be to kill them.  Most likely, only a few will slip through the first layer of protection, and not necessarily because all our people are knocked out, restrained, or dead.  War is messy, and people can slip between lines.
“Some will die of course, they always do, but I believe none of our towers will be decimated doing it this way.  Not even theirs.”
Huh, that was a better plan than the one he’d cooked up, and Aubrey had only had a few moments to form them.
Talia said, “That’s a good plan, but what about these four?”
Elisha said, “They’re insistent presence shows a dedication toward duty, and they did earn this duty in the last competition, and they are full mages.  I see no reason to pull them away, now that the princess isn’t going to be staying in the water tower.  Sorry Talia, but your emotions are blinding you in this instance.  If anything, they’ll be safer with the princess, behind two rings of master level magic and blade masters.  A last line of defense.  Karina and Carolynn will temper Lia and Olin’s inexperience, Lia has the power of a master, if not the experience, but apparently experience will count little in this new way of fighting anyway, and I imagine the young man is quite deadly with that sword.”
Talia looked far from happy, but she didn’t seem to be able to come up with a counterargument against it.
Jace grunted, “Fine.  But they stay outside the inn while we’re in session with the queen, so we don’t have to dance around sensitive subjects.  They guard the queen in the same room otherwise, except when she’s in her chosen bedroom, obviously.  If there’s an attack, there’ll be plenty of time for them to retreat into the inn to her side.”
Aubrey said, “If you all agree to my plan, I’ll pass it along via spell to have it implemented immediately.  I’m sure one of my mages knows a royal guard well enough to make contact.  Anything else?”
Talia said reluctantly, “If I were Tanner, and I got desperate, I might attack the weaker mages and apprentices left in the towers to draw off some of the defenders and foment confusion.  He might be reluctant to kill us, but he’s also got his back to the wall and his life depends on him winning.”
No one looked comfortable with that idea, that Tanner, Kaitlyn, and Sun would go to such lengths, but no one denied it either.  Worse, the towers had no protective spells like the arena, and those mages and apprentices would just die facing those so much more powerful.
Aubrey asked, “Suggestions?”
Talia said, “We could empty the towers.  Remove the liability altogether, rather than splitting our focus.  The towers aren’t protected like the arena.  Send the older more competent ones south to my husband, to use for our kingdom’s defense against the empire.  The youngest mages could escort the apprentices on a field trip to the eastern border to look over our defenses there.  Call it a practical schooling experience in tactical matters.”
Jace laughed, “Alright, I can buy that.”
Vida said, “Won’t that alarm Dreston, if we send a bunch of mages to the eastern border?  I don’t want them thinking we’re getting ready to invade.  Between civil war and the empire invading from the south we’ve got enough to worry about.”
Elisha said, “There’s only a handful of apprentices between all of us.  We’ll send one mage for each apprentice.  I don’t think ten will make them panic, and their spies in will identify half of them as immature apprentices.  Especially if they’re not accompanied by more troops and supply trains, which an invasion force would need.  It’s a distraction anyway, a feint to ensure their safety.  The border is a week away, by then this should be over one way or the other and we can recall them all before they even get there.”
Vida nodded, “In that case, I retract my objection.”
Talia looked at them pointedly, “Take your posts, outside.”
He knew by her tone that they were in for a talking to later, but that would have to wait until it was all said and done.  Hopefully, her temper would cool by then.  He even thought it likely, judging she was much like Lia that way.  Their ire was quick and hot, but fast to pass as well.
He’d forgotten how dreadfully boring it was, guard duty.  To keep busy?  He’d have done far better to accept his relief of duty and go study non-mage stuff in the joint library.  He still had no idea what the secret was, exactly, but he had a good idea what it was about.  He suspected the council knew a whole lot more about the permanent spells than they ever told their mages about.  He even suspected they had a good clue why their mages were more powerful than the ones in Dreston.
He could be wrong, but as he went over his memories, Cassandra had given him some clues he hadn’t noticed before.  Specifically, about the rooms under the mage arena and towers.  Really, it was more just a feeling than any specific theory, but clearly the guild council was hiding it for their safety.  A secret was only truly safe when someone didn’t know it even existed, like that proverbial pot of gold hidden under his bed.  It’d be safe, if no one knew he had it.
That made him feel a little weird about it, he was a chip in that secret, even if he didn’t know it, if he wagged his tongue people would find out there was a secret.
Most mages didn’t even know there were secrets, they were just barred by rules from the rooms under the towers and arena.  They didn’t know why, and they didn’t question it, it was just a rule much like the others, and it’d blend in.
He did suspect part of it.  The permanent spells must be controllable in some way, maybe a control spell, or something.  At least, partially.  It almost had to be, considering the seven tower masters and mistresses regularly rearranged a forest and village, once a month for the competition.  In hindsight, now that he was thinking, moving a forest or village by magic would take a lot of magic to achieve, and he’d never once seen Cassandra exhausted magically, even on the day of a competition.
Well, not until the day she died, after exhausting herself on that portal spell.
“One good thing about guarding out here during their meetings,” Karina noted, interrupting his thoughts, “Is that we don’t have to be quiet.”
It was the first thing any of them had said in the last hour, and then there was a following silence for several long moments, a hush that grew rather awkward.  Probably because none of them said anything else.
Carolynn giggled nervously.
Lia said, “I hope they work it out before Tanner attacks.”
He sighed, “Me too, but it’s a big thing, and will take time.  In a real way, the new queen and our towers are starting a second revolution, that will change the face of our kingdom.”
Karina changed the subject, “So… a mystic?”
Lia said warningly, “My mystic.”
He grinned.
Karina rolled her eyes, “I’m not worried, just curious.”
He said, “Think of it like a young child that doesn’t have to learn to read.  They still need to study and learn things the hard way, the rules of the world and the theories of how things work, they just don’t have to learn how to read first.  I instinctively know the language of magic, as far as runes go anyway.  When I decide I want to do something new, the rune comes to me, a lot like remembering something you may have forgotten.”
Carolynn said, “But that’s only part of it, right?”
He nodded, “A speech metaphor would cover the rest, the second advantage of a mystic.  I know what others are casting, when they’re casting it, as if I could hear them talk aloud.  Everyone else doesn’t know the language, so they just hear the noise, if they have detect magic running which would be their ears in that metaphor.  I still had to work hard, I spent a lot of time in the library, and of course it didn’t help at all when it comes to swordsmanship.  Obviously, I have no advantage at all in raw magic power, my power is very average for a mage in the towers.”
The upper side of average, but in the thirtieth percentile or so, where a lot of other mages were.  Lia was in the top percentile that way, which was a vast difference, along with the tower masters and a few handfuls of others.
Karina said, “Those two things are huge, but can be overcome by hard work and experience for other mages.  But, there has to be more.  The old mystics held the mages like us in thrall, when they ruled the kingdom.  Challenging one was said to be death.  Similar to a non-mage challenging a mage, the difference in ability was that stark.”
He shrugged, “If there’s anything else, I haven’t discovered it yet.  Plus, I suspect part of that is simply legend, if they were truly that powerful, they’d still be in charge.  The did lose after all, to a coup, by non-mages at that.”
He suspected the council would know, but they sure as hell weren’t going to tell him.  Who knew?  Maybe it wasn’t the mystics intrinsic power, but their understanding of magic.  Or perhaps, their control of the spells beneath the towers?  The safety spells under the towers were strong enough to counter every master mage’s magic during a competition after all.
If the mystics could harness that power to their own will, what wouldn’t they be able to do?
He frowned, he was making assumptions.  Maybe it was about being a mystic, and he just didn’t know it yet.  He also didn’t overly care, he didn’t want rule, his ambitions lay elsewhere, and he didn’t think that would change, despite Jace’s obvious worries in that direction.
Still… Elisha’s confusing tangent in council had suggested just such a thing, a way to make him a weapon capable of defending all of them against the other three towers, hadn’t it?  But was it simply information he didn’t have about his abilities, or was it about the permanent magic of the tower itself?
Perhaps both, or something else entirely that hadn’t even occurred to him yet.  He had no way to know.  He pushed it out of his head, it was a pointless exercise.  He didn’t have enough information to draw any conclusions, and speculation wouldn’t help anyone.
It could be as simple as them developing spells that were kept a secret from the others.  Spells so deadly and so attuned to their opponent’s weakness, even a more powerful mage couldn’t stop them.  In truth, he already had that advantage, or close to it being able to cast from all six spheres, but so did all the other normal mages in the rune tower.
Carolynn said, “He’s naïve, maybe if he bent his mind toward enslaving us all it would come to him.”
Lia snorted, “You’ll have a long wait.”
He grinned, “And here I thought not wanting to rule you all with an iron fist was virtuous, apparently I’m just naïve.”
Karina snickered.
He sighed, “Nothing’s coming to me, guess I’ll have to stick to being a junior mage with a scarily powerful partner in life.”
Lia blushed.
He added, “Or, maybe I’m just lazy, because being an iron-fisted ruler sounds exhausting.  Maybe I’m not the naïve one at all, and ambitious men who want that still suffer under the delusion that life can be controlled.  Life is too messy to ever be fully ordered and controlled, to be made completely safe, and simple answers are always too brutal, and evil besides.  All we can do is the best we can, and accept some things are past our control.”
Carolynn giggled.
Karina said faux wistfully, “Still, having minions sounds appealing.”
She wasn’t serious of course, the whole conversation was a little ridiculous.  Except, he couldn’t help but wonder if there was an aspect of his power he was missing.  Or perhaps that he just didn’t fully understand yet. 
He really didn’t want to rule, but being more powerful meant being a better mage, better able to protect what he loved and care for.  Random chance and life’s unfairness had to be accepted, but that didn’t mean he shouldn’t try to make it as safe as possible.  He just didn’t feel a need to control everything to do that.
Still, he suspected the old mystics having powerful magical tools was probably the right answer, although he couldn’t prove it.  He couldn’t be sure of course, but he didn’t sense any other abilities within him, much less one that would allow him to take out a master mage.  Especially a master that had higher than average magic, like Lia, but much more than her after thirty more years of even slow growth.  Surely, he’d have noticed or discovered any more intrinsic abilities by now, wouldn’t he?  Regardless, he was really done with the whole thought process, and pushed it out of his head.
What he did mattered, and the results of what he did.  He didn’t want to be like the old mystics, assuming that recorded history was even accurate.  That whole unbeatable mystic thing could just be a lie, or a legend, in the first place.  They were beaten, after all.




Chapter Sixteen
The next morning came early, as he’d come to expect of the princess.  He was alert, they all were since by then Tanner would surely know of the princess’s location, and he would’ve worked out some kind of plans last night.  If an attack was coming, he suspected it would be on that day.
He also very much enjoyed blade practice that morning, as the princess proved to be the equal or better of every life mage blade master that had been embarrassing him for the last seven months.  She’d even given old Garen, their sword master and teacher, a run for his money, though he’d pulled out a win with a light touch.  It was a bit petty of him he knew, but he really enjoyed watching them lose to the small slip of an underage queen.
It was also the time of the first move of Tanner’s, and he almost missed it.  If he hadn’t been a mystic, he would have missed it.  Tanner didn’t attack them with all his mages, he’d opted for subtlety for the first attack on the queen’s life in her new place of protection.
It turned out, one of the life mages had defected after all, then showed up that morning for sword practice.  He just hadn’t ever gone to tanner, but he’d stayed, perhaps as a spy for the other side, that Tanner had turned into an assassin.
Sword practice was always a magic free place, so when he felt one of the life mages watching the queen and her opponent rather closely, then start to cast a speed enhancement spell, he reacted without thought.  It wasn’t the first part that stood out, a lot of the life mages were as impressed as he was at the young queen’s prowess with a blade, and they were all watching closely.
He as guard, was watching everything except her.
The life mage lunged forward a moment later at the queen’s back, as he dropped the practice sword fell from his hands and he drew his real sword.  Sure, she was surrounded by a great number of other life mage blade masters, but not one of them were spelled for speed and had no chance to stop it.  The queen started to turn, sensing the danger, but even her mastery of the blade was no match for someone moving so fast, it’s what made life mages so deadly in battle, and rune mages as well for that matter.
Fortunately, he didn’t hesitate when he’d felt the telltale signs of a spell and read what it was, and rune magic was faster than vocal and semantic spells.  He cast his enhancement spells, at the same time he cast an earth spell.  Right before the blade could run the queen through from behind, the sword was torn out of the life mage’s hand.  The life mage stumbled at the sharp tug, and bowled over the queen, but by then he was hitting the life mage with a tackle from a slight angle, pushing him away from the queen as she fell to the ground.
The only reason that worked, was the life mage hadn’t had time to cast protection spells to stop Olin’s hasty spell from disarming him.  All the life mage had cast was the speed spell before going for the kill.  If he’d shown up at sword practice with full shields, even the dullest of them would pick him out as an assassin and traitor.
Which, besides being the only reason the queen wasn’t dead, was also why his follow up spell worked on the more powerful mage. As they hit the ground, he released a life spell that put the man into a trance, froze his thoughts and his mind.  A moment later, one of the royal guard present was helping him get the life mage manacled, for questioning.
Vida looked gratefully at him, but also quite shaken by the unexpected attack.
Aubrey looked like she could chew nails, a livid look he hadn’t seen before on the life tower mistress’s face.  Of course, the assassin was her mage, and she probably knew him very well, thought of him as a comrade in arms, someone she was safe with.  She’d been wrong.  She was the first to speak, and to break the shocked silence.
“Question him, see if he has knowledge of any other traitors in our ranks, that stayed to spy rather than going to the castle.”
She glanced at him, and he released the spell holding the man’s mind still.  Manacled, he’d be unable to gesture, so unable to cast any spells.  She then cast her own spell on the traitor, one that would demand he speak truth, and be unable to hold his tongue and not answer a question.
The man’s face fell, and he looked almost sad as he realized he’d failed to kill the young woman.  That look and attitude angered Aubrey even further, and he had to say he was right there with her.
She growled, “Explain yourself.  We are working toward a freedom, you know this.”
He sighed, “I wished to spare further losses in our ranks.  The royal family will be extinguished, one way or another.  We aren’t so foolish to believe these talks will succeed.  The royal family already owns us, why would they relent?  With my failure, there will be blood, death, and civil war among the mages.  We will be slaves no longer, no matter the price.”
She asked, “Does Tanner have other spies here, and does he know our full defensive plans?”
He shook his head, “No, I was the last chance as I said, to avoid bloodshed among us.  There are no others, that I know of, at least.  It’s possible that Tanner held such information from me, but I doubt it.  He wouldn’t have been able to easily lie to me in our mind to mind communications, and he said I was the only one, the last chance.  You would recognize any of the other defectors on sight.  As for the second question, he does.”
She sighed, “You’re a fool, the talks are going well.  But there’s a lot to go through, a lot of compromises to be made on both sides.”
He shook his head, “If we rule, we don’t need to compromise.”
She snorted, “The commoners wouldn’t accept us.  The army wouldn’t accept us either, which would endanger us further to the empire south of us.  The kingdom would tear itself apart.  We must be free, but the royal family must rule.  Both are possible, but it will take time.  We need a place we can all agree on, not just the queen and the council, but the nobles that will have to follow the new rules as well.  You, however, will not live to see it.”
The life mage blanched.
She said coldly, “You would have been forgiven for defecting, had you come back to us once a new arrangement between us and the crown was formalized, but raising a sword against the queen is a capital offense.  Until now, only Tanner’s and Sun’s actions were irretrievable and unforgivable.”
Talia said, not unkindly, “I can deal with it, Aubrey.”
Aubrey shook her head, and there were tears in her eyes, but her voice was pure steel, “No, he’s mine.  It is my responsibility, and failure.  He’s stupid, and he was led to this by Tanner like a lamb to the slaughter.  There was no risk for him in waiting, and he could have stood his ground if we did fail to make a new arrangement between us and the crown.  It would’ve cost him nothing to wait and watch for another day or two.  The only ones who have a vested interest in sabotaging it at all, much less so quickly, is Sun and Tanner, who will die if the new arrangement comes to fruition.”
The life mage looked abashed, regretful, and horrified at that, as if those simple facts hadn’t occurred to him before. 
He imagined that stirring speeches of winning their freedom had the life mage eating out of Tanner’s hands.  Otherwise, he wouldn’t be able to talk all the others into a real outright attack, if the queen’s and council’s current talks and the subject of it was widely known.
Idiots, led by emotions and outrage.
It also explained why the mage’s intentions hadn’t triggered his shields and enhancements directly.  The life mage had been focusing on the errant idea of all the mage lives he’d be saving in a battle, and not the actual violent act to get there.  It was a loophole of sorts, and a dangerous one, it was why they couldn’t fully depend on their ward spells and needed to stay alert at all times.
Aubrey moved quickly as she drew her sword, and the strike that took the traitor’s life was fast and true.  Merciful, even.  It was a shocking testimony to how real it all was, it wasn’t a game.  The future of the mages, the royal family, and the entire kingdom was on the line.
The death count was up to ten mages, and the true battle hadn’t even begun yet.  He hoped they’d hurry, but he knew it would take some time, he just wished he knew how much.  No one had the stomach to continue sword practice after that, so everyone retired to their posts, or to the inn to wash up and get ready for breakfast.  He, Lia, Carolynn, and Karina were in the latter group, shadowing the young queen.




Chapter Seventeen
It was late morning out in front of the inn, the four of them guarded the door as the queen and four master mages discussed the rules, laws, and traditions.  Each one would have to be evaluated, to be held up, changed, or completely stricken in light of the new arrangement.  He wasn’t sure fully what the final compromise was, the core of their agreement, or even if it was fully set in stone, but he was fairly sure that part of it was settled.  They were now discussing the framework of laws, rules, and exceptions that supported that core relationship structure between the mages and crown.
An obvious exception would be during war, if there weren’t enough mages in service to handle everything, they could be temporarily pressed into service.  An obvious thing to strike from tradition is requiring all mages to be in at least four competitions a year, or perhaps just modify it to reflect all mages who are in service to the crown.  Little things, and perhaps obvious, but it all had to be spelled out before the agreement was done.  Otherwise, they’d be making it up as they went along, and that wasn’t ruling, that was chaos.
Not to mention, people would object if their new rights were seen as infringed, it’d all have to be spelled out if it was going to work, especially the exceptions.  Of course, being pressed into service during times of war was something that applied to commoners as well, so they’d still be on even ground there with the rest of Reton’s citizenry.
He was also sure some tower rules would become laws.  He doubted they’d tolerate a splinter school being formed for instance, or a mage opening a laboratory to experiment with magic.  Technically, if they didn’t live in the tower, and were free, the tower rules were meaningless to those non-guild mages and didn’t apply at all. Only the laws of Reton would have meaning at that point and could constrain them.
In short, it was bloody complicated, and he got why it was taking so long despite the urgency of coming to new terms before the standoff ended between the sides.
He asked, “So, what will you two do if we’re given a choice after ten years of service, to pay for the schooling, food, shelter, and stipend.”
Both Karina and Carolynn looked startled by the question, as if that choice hadn’t really even occurred to them yet, despite what was going on.  Both of them were in their late twenties, and had no doubt already served ten years.  In short, they may be able to just walk away in a couple of days, and never look back.
Lia giggled at their shocked faces.
Karina shook her head, “I’ll be staying of course, the water guild is my family.”
Carolynn nodded, “Me too, earth guild, I mean.”
He nodded, “But you could pay a small amount to stay, to cover shelter and food, and then do your own thing while staying with family in the tower.  Open a business, or…” he trailed off.
Karina snorted, “Do you think we’d be out here with you, after being relieved of duty, if we didn’t want to be a part of something bigger?  To protect the kingdom and our way of life?”
He smirked, “No, actually I didn’t think you would at all.  I was just curious if you’d given it any thought.”
Carolynn asked, “What about you two?”
He replied, “I feel the same, I want to be part of something bigger than I am, and I wouldn’t leave Lia’s side.  Besides, it could be ten years before I face that question, but it’s not an option that appeals to me.”
Lia smirked, “Same.  I’m not sure all that much would change for most of us under the new regime.  Only the truly unhappy will go their own way.  Except… we can take pride in our decision to do what we do, rather than being forced into that choice.  That will make a difference, I think.”
He added, “Although, I could…” he snickered as Lia elbowed him in the side.
Carolynn said, “You did good today.  I didn’t even notice a problem, until it was already too late.”
He nodded, “Familiarity none of you have.  No one casts spells at sword practice, it’s against the rules, and we’re all far too afraid of Jaren to break that rule even in jest, so it stood out to all of us in the late morning weapon class in a way it wouldn’t for others.  But, thanks.”
Karina grinned, “I bet they’re glad they didn’t just send us away yesterday, like unruly children.”
Lia giggled.
He said, “I also learned something.  At the time, I thought it would’ve been impossible to save the princess if he hadn’t had his shields down.  My spell wouldn’t have gotten through his shields, to disarm him.”
Lia tilted her head, “That’s not true?”
He grinned, “Oh, it is, the second part at least.  But if he’d had a shield on, I could’ve given the new queen a sharp shove with my magic, and just pushed her out of the way of the sword strike.  That hadn’t even occurred to me though, at the time.  Fortunately, it worked out this time, despite my lack of experience.”
Carolynn shrugged, “You didn’t have any time to think, it was a reflexive action.  I believe in tomorrow’s practice some of the life mages will stay enhanced the whole time, and not participate in practice, just guard.  Don’t get me wrong, they’re grateful you were there, but also embarrassed they failed to anticipate such a possibility.”
Yeah, that’s why they were called traitors.  No one expected to be betrayed by family, not in a healthy family at any rate.
He sighed, “I didn’t see it coming either.  Rune magic is just faster.  I also felt him casting, where anyone else would have had to have noticed him doing it.”
The privacy spell broke behind them, one that would prevent anyone eavesdropping, and they knew it was lunch time.  They went inside, and sat at the table closest to the queen’s, and started to pile food on their plates.  The room slowly filled up, as the guards started to take breaks, but they’d never have less than two thirds of their people on guard during the talks.
Talia said to the room at large, “I have news.  We’re making progress, I’d say by this time tomorrow we should be finished, assuming we don’t run into a pain point.  More than that, my husband contacted me this morning.  The fighting in the pass is slowing, he believes the enemy is about to pull out.  While a good thing, I could’ve wished it waited a couple more days, it’s going to complicate things if half the mages on the border are released from that mission.  They’re all working together down there in our common defense, but there’s obviously a lot of suspicion and tensions from what’s going on back here at home between the towers represented.
“Right now, we have about half the mage population caught up in this civil war standoff, making it three quarters won’t really help.  Pass on the word after you eat, both the good and the bad.”
Lia asked, “Can we know what the core ruling was?”
He was more than a bit curious about that as well.
Talia shook her head firmly, “Right now, it’s close to what we asked for, but that could still change as we go over the pertinent laws of the crown and rules of the guilds.  Putting out information like that, then changing it later, is just a bad idea, and would lead to confusion.”
The food was excellent, as always.  Fresh, well-seasoned and cooked, and he was starving as he cast detect poison and dug in.  It’d been a long morning, and he hadn’t had a very large breakfast after his harrowing save.  He’d lost his appetite at the time.
The one bad thing about that update, was it gave Tanner a deadline.  The master fire mage needed to move before tomorrow at noon, or he’d likely lose his support.  Not all of it, but certainly some if not most of it.  Those that were only there to fight for their freedom, wouldn’t fight anymore once they had it.
The rest of them?  The few that stood with Tanner, Sun, and perhaps Kaitlyn until the bitter end.  Well, he wouldn’t want any of those in the guilds anyway.  Or was he being naïve again, would they rather put a mage dictator in charge, than earn what they had, and perform service to pay for the schooling and the advantages they had?  He hoped not, but he knew it was possible.  People could be lazy, and entitled, a position he would never understand.  He’d been to grateful when Cain had accepted him, and he’d earned the right to work hard to earn a trade, then earn coin to start a family.  Mages shouldn’t be any different that way, and there was a pride and satisfaction in supporting yourself.
If Tanner won out, the mages would have all the freedoms with none of the responsibilities that came with them.
Perhaps Kaitlyn, only because she could still come back to their side.  She hadn’t done anything that the queen couldn’t pardon her for, yet.  He was sure she was weighing her choices, but at the moment, the air tower mistress seemed to be playing both sides.  Her support of Tanner was little more than her presence, and lack of opposition.  A bit contemptible, but if it took most of the air mages away from Tanner’s side it’d be worth it to put her back on the council.
It was all far above him anyway, which he was grateful for, he didn’t want to make those decisions, but he had his opinions.
The room slowly filled with conversation, as the second half of lunch came and they all slowed or finished eating.  The four of them stood up when they were done, and they took their post behind the queen.  That’d last for twenty minutes or so, when the council would no doubt clear the room again for more negotiations.
The afternoon dragged slowly, and their speculation about the future, and what freedom would really mean started to wane.  There was only so much they could talk about it, and only so long that they could beat a dead horse.  Their conversation moved to other things, the various play houses, and the plays themselves.  The best places in the city to buy clothes, or other shops who were friendly to mages visiting.
In short, they started to get to know each other, and their quirks, though as the tower rules required they needed to keep somewhat of a professional distance.  They could never be friends and actually go to one of those plays together, but they could talk about them and get to know each other a little better. 
When the attack came, it was more than clear that Tanner knew their defensive plans, not just how they were positioned, but that they’d try to neutralize and capture them.
Unfortunately, the reverse wasn’t true.  Their greatest advantage was all the blade masters in the royal guard and life mage guild, it was an edge he didn’t think the enemy could hope to match.  Fire, death, and air had no ability to speed or strengthen their bodies, and magic was their strength, not physical arms.
He’d been wrong, very wrong.  The enemy had come with a strong counter to that advantage.
They hadn’t seen Tanner’s plans coming, and the results of that were far more horrifically effective than they’d have believed possible, more than a match for their defenses.  Or perhaps, he should say Sun’s plans.  In hindsight, it was damned obvious, but it wasn’t something the death guild had ever been able to do in their competitions, so it simply didn’t occur to them.  Him, or anyone else on their side.
War was ugly, random, and unpredictable, and he’d remember that afternoon for the rest of his life.




Chapter Eighteen
The warning came scant moments before the attackers flowed into the arena from seven sides, utilizing all the spoke corridors.  At first, he as confused.  They were royal guards, or at least, they wore the same armor the royal guards did, and wielded the sabers of said guard.  It wasn’t until they got within range of his detect magic that he realized what he was seeing.
They were all soaked with death magic.  They were undead.  Sun and his mages had probably emptied a whole cemetery, and then raided the castle armory to arm and armor them.  There was a visceral shock and surprise to the tactic that cost the defenders, as swords raised and lowered, and the outer mages died before they could even get a spell off.  The blades of the undead stabbing into their bodies and claiming their hearts.
Several spells went off after that, while the royal guards in the arena supporting the first ring of protection closed in and started to fight.
Only then, did he notice the fire, air, and death mages coming into the arena, but remaining in the stands, as they directed the undead army.  It was another brilliant tactic, the arena protected anyone in the stands from all spells, while the enemy was free to fire spells into the arena and add confusion to their undead army, since that eventuality wasn’t covered by the magic.
In short, they were screwed, their enemy had come up with a perfect plan to counter theirs.
He was already horrified, but things would shortly get even worse.
The undead started to fall.  The defenders hardly idle.  Royal guards removed their heads with superior sword-work, and earth and water spells cleansed and dispelled the death magic driving them.  The initial cost was horrific, as at least thirty of their mages, and several of the royal guard were taken down, but the battle started to slowly shift in their favor as the undead warriors were struck down.
Then the fire and air mages started to cast in the stands, too far away to feel the spell’s purpose.  He wasn’t too worried, the spells wouldn’t be able to kill anyone.  He assumed the spell would knock people out, or perhaps capture them in some way.
Once again, he’d been wrong.
The spells fired, but not at the mages, or even the royal guards.  Not at the living, but at their own undead troops.  Another thing the arena magic didn’t account for, the protective spells wouldn’t stop a spell to protect something already dead.  Obviously, it was why they were doing it.
All the dead corpses on the ground, and even the few left fighting, exploded spectacularly. Loud booms deafened him as the undead disappeared in a spray of blood, viscera, and more importantly, metal and bone.  The fire and air magic working together had maximized the explosive force to devastating ends.  The corpses had been stuffed with nails, sharp pieces of metal, not to mention the armor they wore being ripped apart and sent out in a circle.
The royal guards were hit the worst, being in melee range to the undead on the field.  A great many of them were killed in those explosions.  The nails, and other sharp metal, perforating their bodies in too many places, for even the arena to prevent death, in some cases their bodies were completely ripped apart.
The mages faired a little better, they’d been farther away from the center of the explosion and had been shielded.  Some died, but most were just wounded in several places, the arena spells able to staunch the bleeding.  He felt sick as they were all highlighted in a red aura, indicating their deaths.
Olin felt his gorge rise, and the remains of his lunch came back to haunt him.
Tanner’s plan was obviously to kill, the fire mage had given into his ambition in full measure.  He had no plans to capture like they did, and he would do anything to end the queen’s life. 
For the moment, Olin was relatively safe, the first line of defense gutted but not yet fallen.
His own horror was magnified in Karina and Carolynn, those men and women that just died were their family, not just professional associates of another guild fighting for the same greater purpose.  He was also fairly sure Tanner and Sun weren’t even present to witness their evil plan.
Then, more undead started to come into the arena.
Aubrey screamed out behind them, he hadn’t even heard the door open, so transfixed he’d been at the true horror of war.  How fragile life truly was, and precious because of it.
“First line of defense, fall back! Life mages, take the mages in the stands.  No mercy.”
He could see the logic of it, their defensive strategy was more than useless against the enemy’s tactics.  The life mages would cut the undead down like wheat, and none of the fire or air mages would explode the corpses if their lying corpses were among them.
There was also an edge of anger and vengeance attached to the order.  They’d lost close to twenty mages of water and air, and almost a hundred royal guards.  Not one of the enemy mages had died yet, but that was about to change.
By following their evil master’s plan, they’d lost the right to be captured and forgiven.  It was a real war now, and no quarter would be given for the evil they’d done, fooled into supporting a man filled with ambition.
He would hope later, that they had been the most dedicated among the enemy to their masters’ cause.  Perhaps that’s why there were so few, because the rest of the fire, air, and death mages would be horrified if they’d just witnessed that atrocity.  Or, maybe he was just naïve.  If he was naïve, he hoped he stayed that way, and never accepted what he’d just seen as just good tactics.
The life mages were all enhanced, pissed off, and more than motivated, and they reached the stands before the undead could make it fully down the stands, though that distance had been much greater.  There were also no protection arena spells in the stands.  The arena protected the stands from all magic cast inside the arena floor, but there was no magic to prevent deadly magic being cast inside the stands.
In seconds, the second wave of undead looked like they’d been put through a thresher, and the master life mages started to cut down death, air, and fire mages. It was fast, he knew first hand in the competition how deadly an enhanced blade master could be, and though some of the air and fire mages got off one quick spell, they were facing master life mages.  The enemy couldn’t possibly live long enough to beat down their shields.
The remaining water and earth mages, along with the few royal guards still standing, became the second defensive line.  He itched to bring payback to the enemy, but he had his duty, which was the last line of defense for the queen.  That was his mission, or so he told himself over and over, even as he felt like a coward for not charging.  He knew in his mind that wasn’t reality, he was there in case any of the enemy snuck by, as unlikely as it seemed in that moment, it was his place.
The fierce and ugly battle ended quickly after that, there weren’t all that many enemy mages present, the enemy hadn’t committed all their mage resources to the attack, just enough to keep their undead army running, and enough air and fire mages to explode them.
The enemy air mages lasted the longest, their shields somewhat effective, but the fire and death mages had almost no physical defense in their shields, and they were cut down by the life mage blade masters quickly. 
The enemy force was killed to last man, so much for a civil war without death, by using the arena.  He felt off balance, and disturbed, what would the bastards throw at them next?
He felt a hand on his arm, and he looked blankly at Lia in confusion.
She tilted her head behind them.
His awareness slowly shifted, like swimming to the surface of a lake, as he heard a loud argument going on behind them.
Elisha said, “We must!  Over thirty mages and a hundred royal guards died today.  That’s a fifth of the mage population.  He still has most of his forces, almost fifty mages, while we have slightly less than that.  Who knows what the monster will come up with next? He crossed a line today and he won’t hesitate to do so again.”
He was confused, what were they arguing about?  He did get the part about the mage population, it wasn’t that Elisha thought mage lives were more precious than a normal humans, it was that their population was relatively static and small.  It’d take many generations to rebuild those numbers, even if there weren’t more losses, which seemed unlikely at that moment.
Talia said, “No, absolutely not.”
Aubrey sighed, “Would you do less, if you were him?  To preserve lives.  I don’t like it either, but I doubt the young man would hesitate.  We could end this now, save not only our own mages, but the ones on the other side, when Tanner, Sun, and Kaitlyn go down.”
Oh, that argument again.  Olin the superweapon.
Jace said, “That’s not my concern, I won’t risk replacing one ambitious dictator with one that could be far worse.  Better to let Tanner win.”
It seemed Aubrey defected to Elisha’s side, but Talia wanted to protect him from whatever it was, and Jace didn’t trust him with it.  Whatever it was.  Of course, the council of seven was four at the moment, there was no tie breaking vote with an even number.
Or was there?
Aubrey said, “It’s up to you, your majesty.  We have no tie breaking vote, and you should have a say anyway, since there is a risk.  I don’t believe it’s an unreasonable one, but Jace isn’t completely wrong either.”
Jace snorted, “Thanks for your support.”
Aubrey smiled cheekily, or tried to, but given the battle that just happened it fell flat, even for her.
Vida said, “I will consider it, and give you my answer after today’s session, we have several more hours to focus on our relationship and the matter of your freedom.  I won’t make that decision in the aftermath and heat of such a battle, when emotions are riding so high.  It’s also highly unlikely they’ll attack again so soon.  They must make new plans and then prepare for another battle first.  They were successful, partially, but a second similar attack would fail spectacularly now that we know how to counter it, and they’ll know that.  We have, at least a few hours, to decide on such a radical defense.”
All four of the guild council nodded in acceptance, and they recast the privacy spells as they shut the inn door.  The spells would keep them from overhearing it, but he suspected it was more about stopping Tanner from spying on them with magic.  Much like he had done to monitor the castle courtyard.
He’d be curious about that defense, and his place in it, if he wasn’t still reeling from the battle.  The arena was wrecked, the ground had craters, and there was blood and dead bodies all over the place.  Not just the defenders, but the mages in the stands, and the undead bodies.  It was all so stupid, he wished tanner would just run for it, leave the kingdom, but he knew it wouldn’t happen.
The man was willing to slaughter his own people, mages he was supposed to protect, so he could rule.  Gaining freedom for the rest of the mages and being outcast wasn’t enough for him, he’d make others pay for his perfidy, a price he’d never willingly pay or live up to.  He wasn’t so naïve as not to see why that was, but it still disturbed him.  He’d willingly leave, if it would save lives and free mages.  Of course, he wouldn’t have committed treason in the first place, to earn that banishment or death.
Still, he didn’t understand how the others that supported Tanner didn’t see right through the bastard.  The fighting and violence weren’t about their freedom at all, it was about Tanner’s power and standing in the kingdom.  How could they not see that?
Lia asked, “You alright?”
He nodded, “I think so.  It’s all the adrenaline, and no fight.  It was the right thing to stay at our posts, but there’s no outlet for it.  You?”
His whole body was trembling with it, and the others weren’t far behind.
Lia nodded, “Shocked, but okay.”
Karina and Carolynn dealt with it better than they did, and didn’t look so shell shocked, but then they were ten years older, more experienced, and had seen a skirmish or two at their borders during their service.
That wasn’t to say they were okay with it, nor were they understanding of Tanner’s position at all. They’d also lost close friends and family, not just comrades in arms, and were deeply upset.  They’d just seen it before, had gone through similar ordeals during their career and other missions, and controlled those emotions better.
Regardless, they abided in and embraced their duty, what other choice did they have?




Chapter Nineteen
The rest of the afternoon dragged in a somber aura.  Their usual light conversation while standing outside the inn had faltered, and their grief and anger fought with their duty and focus.  He managed to hold it together, as did the others, but it was a hard thing.  His heart ached, and for the first time in his life he really wanted to kill someone.
He’d always been willing to kill, in self-defense, defense of others including his charge and the people on his team, but he’d never wanted someone dead so badly as he did Tanner that afternoon.
The day seemed to drag on forever, the only thing holding him together was his duty, if he faltered another of his comrades may die, or the queen he protected, or worst of all, perhaps Lia.  It’d always been a possibility before, but a remote one in his mind.  Life’s randomness had taken Celane away from him, and he knew it was more than possible for life to kick him in the ass again.  He also cared for Lia far more than he had Celane, after all they’d been courting for six months, and had spent far more time alone together, talking and planning out that future.
He also knew those emotions were dangerous, he could only do the best he could, he had to accept what life threw at him that he couldn’t control, or he’d become a monster like Tanner.  Trying to control things that couldn’t, and shouldn’t, be controlled, wouldn’t lead anywhere good.
Life was messy, and sometimes cruel, but life was also good.  It was just hard to believe that last one, during that afternoon.
Lastly, he felt deeply and personally guilty about the royal guards. It’d been his idea to invite them in, thinking the arena would keep them safe, and they were hit the hardest.  He’d been so sure the enemy wouldn’t have a chance against their defense, the arrogance of youth.  Exploding corpses packed with nails and other metal shrapnel?  What kind of sick bastard came up with that?
At least they’d won the battle, but he wondered if Tanner had sent all his people, if they might’ve even lost before they could adjust to the surprise.  It’d all happened so fast.
On the good side, at least they’d sent out their apprentices and most of the youngest mages, anyone not included in the defense and not temporarily living inside the arena itself.  At least those lives were saved.  He had no doubt in his heart now, that Tanner wouldn’t have paused to use their lives as a lever.
His mind went in those circles all afternoon, mostly because he kept pushing the anger away every time it settled on him.  He wanted to be better than that, he just wasn’t sure if he really was.  The only relief was for five minutes an hour, as he focused on stressing and growing his magic through channeling.  It took a lot of focus, at least when he was pushing his limits like that.
Lia asked, “Is it just me, or is dinner time long passed?”
Karina shook her head, “Not just you, they must be working late to get it done.”
Carolynn nodded, “Not that I’m all that hungry, but yes, it’s late.  Close to sunset I’d imagine.”
The door opened behind them, and they turned. Talia stood there and she looked exhausted, though there was a glint of satisfaction in her blue eyes.  She cast a rune spell of air, and her voice boomed out loudly enough to be heard throughout the arena.  Of course, everyone on their side was in the arena, and living temporarily there, so everyone should hear it.
“Gather around the front of the inn please, except those guarding the entrances.”
It didn’t take more than a minute or two to get everyone there, most of the people looked tired and strung out, exactly how he felt, but there was curiosity in a lot of eyes.  The four of them moved inside the inn, to take their post near the queen.
Talia said, “I’d like you all to contact anyone you know in the other three towers.  Try to get everyone on their side seeing and hearing what you see and hear.  You have five minutes.”
Lia asked, a hint of hope in her voice, “You came to an accommodation early.”
Talia’s lips twitched, “Yes, and no.  Not early for us.  My earlier announcement was disinformation, for the enemy.  I knew it would reach them when I said to spread the word.  We didn’t want Tanner to panic and attack us again right away, and he would’ve if he’d known the truth.  That seemed the best way to give him the false impression he had breathing room, and to get the rest of the details nailed down.”
Lia spluttered.
He snickered, then felt guilty for laughing.
There was more than a little speculation over the next five minutes in quiet side conversations.  He also imagined there were air and fire mages working together to bring up the inn, and to watch and listen to the announcement.  The life mages could also create mind to mind spells, allowing others to see and hear what they did.  All the disciplines had varying ways to communicate over distance, on some level or another.  One way or the other, the enemy mages dancing to Tanner’s tune would hear their side.
The only question that burned in his mind, was if they’d abandon their masters and give up the fight in good faith.  Surely some would, the question was would it be enough.
Aubrey took over at that point, with the queen standing at her side, to back up her words.
“Please bear with me, there are a lot of changes to come with our freedom.  Rather than explain it line by line and get lost in the details, I’ll explain it from the perspective of a new apprentice that has just gained their magic, and the various stages that follow.
“A new apprentice will be given a choice.  The first two are the same as they were, swear fealty and work for the queen, except it will be for ten years.  Their service will be a payment, for food, boarding, education, support, and of course the monthly stipend.  Freedom does not mean entitlement, and someone has to pay for all that.  If a new apprentice wants the queen to foot their bill, they will serve, just like any other job or apprenticeship.
“The second option remains the same as well. To be burned out, their magic will be removed, and they can go on with their lives.  The new third option is they can pay to live at the tower, and to be taught.  It would be a harder road, but they’d be free to learn to control their magic, grow their magic, and learn spells.  They’d also need a job, but they’d be separate from the crown on day one.”
She paused for a moment.
“After ten years of service, that debt will have been paid.  At that point, they have several choices.  They can continue to serve the crown, and work to secure our kingdom, and to reflect the idea the debt has been paid, their stipend will be increased.  Shelter and food will also remain free at that point, or rather a part of paying for their service, a benefit to choosing service.
“If they choose to go their own way, the options are too numerable to recount.  However, they’ll have to pay some of the coin they earn to live and eat.  Whether that’s at the tower or not, just as they would have at the apprentice level if they choose not to serve.”
She paused for a second.
“There are complications with freedom, and exceptions.  We wanted to be free like the commoners, but like them we can be pressed into temporary service during wartime.  There are also limits.  A mage that goes their own way can’t open a competing school of magic for instance.  Just like hunters and tree cutters have limits on where they can hunt or cut down trees. 
“Many of the tower rules are now laws of Reton, and freedom comes with responsibility, including following the laws.  Save a school of magic, there isn’t anything to stop you from doing whatever you want, with magic or without, living in the tower or not, when you’re free.
“The only required thing is going through your apprenticeship if you wish to keep your magic, whether you do so paying your own way or letting the crown do it and serving for ten years.  An untrained mage is just too dangerous, both to themselves and to others.”
She tilted her head, “Not much else has changed in truth, our lives will be very similar, but let’s be honest.  We’ve always lived in good conditions, ate what we want, and had good lives.  It’s just now we’ll be free as well, and service is our choice.
“The last change is the post of guild master or mistress is now a government post.  Just like before, you can earn the title master mage through hard work and experience, learning to control your magic and spells better.  But, to rule a tower, to be the head of the guild, you must swear fealty to the queen for life.  Some will be angry about that, but if you think it through it’s a reasonable precaution, and it will keep us close to the royal family.  It’s also not an infringement of your freedom, you don’t have to be a guild master after all.  That’s a choice.  All choices have consequences, good, bad, or indifferent.
“It’s also required because we’ll be making judgements of our people, as we’ve already been doing.  Except our decisions won’t be mage rules, they are kingdom laws now.  To do that we need a certain standing in the government itself to have that authority.  As ever, Reton is a kingdom of laws.  Freedom doesn’t absolve you of the responsibility of following laws, and you will be caught and punished if you’re found abusing the non-mage populace with your magic, freedom ends when you encroach on the freedom of another.”
She paused again, and then said, “Many of you listening to this feel passionately about freedom, and the fact we’ve had no choices in the past.  I’m here to tell you, that you have it now.  I’m also going to urge you to return to the arena now, and to submit to questioning.  If that is truly why you chose to stand with your guild masters, who are guilty of treason, sedition, and treachery, you will be pardoned and returned to your towers.  New guild masters or mistresses will be voted in, and they’ll give oath, if they accept.
“I urge you not to stay there out of a misguided sense of loyalty, do not kill, or die, to put a megalomaniac in power.  Tanner and Sun, there can be no doubt of their guilt in these matters, Sun is guilty of regicide as well.  We would like to see this resolved without further deaths, and with you all in your homes where you belong.
“I have no doubt he will plant doubts, and give a stirring emotional speech, but what it comes down to is your guild heads are asking you to die for their own ambition, because you now have freedom, and the responsibility that comes with it.  As for them, they must pay the price for their trespass, or flee justice and accept banishment.
“To Kaitlyn, I would say come back as well.  You’re welcome to return, and I know you, you didn’t want this.  The deaths that happened today were horrific, and too many of our mages have already died.  To continue to fight, when you have what you want, would be unconscionable.
“To any mage that doesn’t return, this clemency has a time limit.  If you stand with murderers and insurrectionists, continue to hedge your bets, you will be treated as one yourself.  The choice is yours, act now and return, or stand with the guilty.  Don’t let Tanner and his ambition destroy your lives, as it has with so many already.  The time has come for you to pick a side, permanently.  To follow the orders and lead of your guild master is natural, and the only reason clemency is being offered at all.  I’d suggest you take advantage of it.
“Tanner and Sun will no doubt argue mages are meant to rule, but it is him that burns with that desire, for selfish reasons.  That’s why he really rebelled, he wants to rule, he cares little for your freedoms, he just wants to be the one to rule you.  You know our history, it would be a disaster, the people would balk, the army would balk, and we’d be endangering the kingdom itself to external enemies.  Tanner would see it all burned down out of spite if he cannot rule, and that’s exactly what will happen, because mages cannot rule.  Not because we don’t have the power, simply because we would not be trusted.  Freedom must be enough for us.  Will you support that?  Or am I wrong, and your choices weren’t about freedom at all?  I urge you once more, come home.”
Aubrey looked around, there was hope on a lot of faces, and not a few tears as well.
“That’s it everyone.  Get ready to receive our brothers and sisters, one way or the other.  No doubt, Tanner will try to stir them up to attack immediately, a last-ditch effort, and prudence forces us to be ready for such a thing.  Hope, and trust, but do not let your guard down until we can verify that trust.  Any coming in will be questioned by a life mage. If they will agree to live by the new laws in freedom, recognize and honor the royal family as the rulers of Reton, and show that they’re not here to betray us to our true enemy.  Those will be the only questions asked.  Your majesty?”
Vida held up some parchment and replied, “I would just say that all of that is already ratified into law.  Signed by my hand.  I also regret it took such turbulent times to make it happen.  The royal family has held the mage population under our thumbs out of fear, mistrust, and simply because the mages had us under their thumbs in the past.  It is more than time to move beyond that, forgive the past, and extend trust on both sides.  I look forward to our relationship in the future.”
Aubrey said, “Thank you, your majesty.”
The meeting broke up then, and dinner started.  His hope and anger fought, and it wouldn’t be long until they found out what side won out on the enemy’s side.  He also managed to eat, despite not being hungry in the least, he knew his body needed it.




Chapter Twenty
Their dinner waned, and his stomach turned in worry even as he hoped, but he managed to keep the meal down.
All eyes went to Aubrey, as she gasped.
“The throne room,” she said in a strangled voice.
He, and everyone else in the room stood up, and stared at the table the queen and guild masters sat at.  He felt Talia cast the same fire and air spell he had days ago now, and a current view of the throne room appeared.
Tanner lounged on the throne, with Sun at his side, and a white-faced Kaitlyn stood on his other side.  Kneeling before them were two fire mages, three death mages, and ten air mages.  Fifteen of them.  They all looked beaten to within an inch of their lives, and they were bound by manacles so they couldn’t gesture to access their magic.
Surrounding them and standing were the rest of the air, fire, and death mages in Tanner’s camp.  About thirty-five of them.
It looked like to him, that Aubrey’s speech had persuaded about a third of the enemy mages to defect to their side, but they weren’t going to be allowed to leave.  Still, he waited, he didn’t want to make assumptions.  It wasn’t long though, before Tanner backed up that assumption.
Tanner smirked, “I’m going to assume my message got through, it’s their turn to watch, don’t you think?  They seem to be deluded about something very simple.”
Tanner stood up, and his face suddenly looked thunderous, “I am king, and rule here.  It’s already done, and very shortly the rest of the fire, air, and death mages on the border will be joining us here.  We are mages, and mages should rule mages and non-mages alike.  We have the power, and we certainly shouldn’t be settling for a longer leash made of silk, when we can rule what is rightfully ours.
“These fifteen fools, currently being held with magic, were found trying to leave the castle.  Apparently more than happy to be lapdogs to our lessors, now that the young princess patted them on the heads and said good boy. 
“Yes… princess.  Those documents she held aren’t even legal, it must be a trick.  Only a crowned king or queen can pass new laws, and she’s not queen yet, is she?  I’d hoped to preserve mage lives, and not undertake the kind of missions we had today, nor did I wish to face a moment such as this.  But my own people have continually sided with the old regime that has kept us as slaves for centuries, and they have continued to frustrate all my attempts to give us true freedom.
“Free to do whatever we want within the law, and to be ruled by ourselves.  These fifteen traitors to our cause are merely one more betrayal.  I don’t wish any mage to die, but we can’t allow betrayal in our ranks.  In the morning, these fifteen will be hung as traitors, then we will fight and reclaim our mage towers, and once and for all end the royal family and their toadies.”
He paused for a second, “Our population will be gutted, it seems my only choice, and I do regret that necessity, but it’s their dedication toward their former enslavers that has forced my hand.  The fools will die, as will all that follow them.  We will recover however, and we’ll regain our strength and grow even stronger in time.  I make a similar offer to those on the other side, join me, tonight, and you will be spared on the morrow as we finally secure our rightful place once and for all.  True freedom, not the lies they offer you.
“Ratified, my ass.  She doesn’t have the authority under Reton law to do such a thing.”
Tanner waved his hand at the kneeling mages, “Take them away, give them a good view of the gibbet from their cells.”
Tanner nodded at one of the other mages, who cast a quick spell, and Talia’s
spying spell was cut off as the enemy’s privacy spell took effect.
One of the mages, reluctantly asked, “Is that true?”
The queen frowned, “It is custom and tradition for an heir below eighteen to have a regent until they reach eighteen.  It is not a
law, however.  I’ve been the queen since my father died, directly and immediately inherited by law, and there are other precedents where an underage king or queen ruled directly during other turbulent times in history.  At the edge of seventeen, I’m even far from the youngest to do so.  So no, he is either lying to muddy the waters, or misinformed.  A coronation is a tradition as well, and has no bearing on the laws, but rather is a celebration and ceremony for the people.  An official recognition, of what has already occurred, and an opportunity for me to give my own oaths directly to the people, oaths I have already made in private.”
Aubrey cleared her throat, “We also shouldn’t assume the time frame is true, for all we know those fifteen are already dead.  The real question is, do they hope we’ll try to rescue them, and have a trap set, or are they already getting ready for battle?  Just as Talia deceived them on our timing, he is doing the same.  No one is stupid enough to declare the time they’ll attack.”
Talia quipped, “Not even Tanner.”
There were a few nervous laughs.
Aubrey sighed, “I told you, he would give a stirring emotional speech, but it was all from his deranged and ambitious viewpoint.  It’s seductive, because he obviously believes the tripe he’s selling.  Freedom is the right to self-determination, but it’s not being able to do whatever you want free of consequence.  It’s the freedom to do what you want along with the consequences that is right and true.  You have to earn it, work for what you get, or it’s not freedom at all.”
Jace asked, “Did you notice Kaitlyn, she’s terrified.  I don’t know what Tanner threatened her with, but I’m sure she was one of the defectors, she just won’t be killed with the others.  I imagine Tanner feared all the air mages would rebel against him if he did that.  That’s what a dictator eaten with ambition does, do any of you want to live under his rule, where he even controls the rest of the council?  The royal family has been wary with us in the past out of mistrust, but they’ve never been cruel, and have always been good leaders.”
He was relieved, when no one left, or looked won over by Tanner’s speech.  Not after Jace and Aubrey put it in perspective, which seemed to wipe out even the few unsure and questioning gazes in the crowd.
Elisha said, “it’s time for that decision your majesty.  I’d estimate we don’t have more than an hour before he attacks, if that long.  I only credit that much time, because he’s probably hoping some of us will defect to his side, just as we were.  If we’re lucky, he hasn’t killed those fifteen, and really did jail them.  We can save them before they die, but only if we live through the next attack.  Those attacking have forfeited their chance at life, our numbers will be gutted, but I would save as many on our side as possible, lest the enemy to our south gain advantage by that lack of numbers.”
Talia scowled, but didn’t say anything.
Vida stared at him a moment, a measuring thoughtful gaze.
“Do it.  If he agrees.”
Elisha got up, “I’ll see to it, your majesty.”
Talia got up, as if to say not without me you won’t, but she didn’t utter the words out loud.
Olin bided in silence until they were out of the arena, and in the halls. They were in the spoke corridor heading toward the rune tower.  He also felt a little off, he was alone with them, Lia had tried to go with them but was ordered to stand down.
He asked, “What’s going on, exactly?”
Elisha said, “The truth about the mystics, and our past, what we really know.  The source of our stronger mages, and our permanent spells, the true power of the mystics.  The true reason Vemor keeps attacking us, and leaves Dreston alone, despite their stated purpose in ruling all humanity and Dreston being much less of an obstacle.  It is a secret you must keep, from everyone, including Lia, your intended.  Patience, it’ll be easier to explain once you’ve seen it.”
He asked, “Tanner?  Is it safe, the three of us alone, I mean.”
Elisha scoffed, “Doing what we’re doing right now, giving secrets and power to one so young and against council rules, would be so unthinkable to Tanner it wouldn’t occur to him we might do so.  Besides, to stop us he’d have to reveal those secrets to his followers, which he’d never do.”
To his surprise, they didn’t go all the way to the tower, but instead turned into the council chamber.  They moved to the back of the room, where Elisha cast a quick spell which opened up a hidden door.  The door was literally part of the wall, the magic of the spell caused the stone to split in the shape of a doorway before opening up.  It would be completely undetectable, when closed.
The three of them headed through the door, and down a circular stairwell.  After a minute of it, he asked, “How deep?”
Elisha said, “About a quarter mile, but it’s a half mile of stairs to get that deep.  It’s not too much farther.  I suppose I can start at least.  Many of the stories you’ve heard are true, and you know them to be true by your ability.  The mystics are to mages, like mages are to non-mages.  Set apart in their natural ability to understand magic, while us mages can merely wield it, if taught how to do so.
“Still, that wasn’t enough.  They wanted to understand magic, its origins, source, and how it really all works.  Why our mages, and the mages of the empire for that matter, were stronger than those of Dreston.”
The stairs finally ended at another door, which took another spell to bypass.  He realized the spells themselves were more keys, than actually opening the door.  Otherwise, she’d have used her hands.
The door opened up into a hallway, and they turned to the left.  The corridor was carved out and polished, and they wouldn’t have looked out of place in the castle.  There were several doors to the left and right that they walked right by.
He also felt a huge amount of magic, so much it made his skin itch.
Elisha paused at the door at the end of the corridor, and said, “Don’t go inside, it’s too dangerous, just look inside.”
She waited until he nodded, then she opened the door.
He blinked, at the brightness of the room, and it took him a while to adjust his eyes to really see what he was looking at.  It looked like rivers of bright incandescent white light.  There were three of them, and they met in the center of the room.  There was a disturbance there, it looked like a small sun in that it was spherical in nature, where the three streams met, but it was also volatile.
It was then that he started to notice large crystals in the streams, and around the large sphere of magic where the three streams met.  It was less a sphere, then like the meeting place of three rivers crossing each other at once.  It was causing energy cavitation of sorts, to complete the simile, and the globe was really just the light being thrown out in all directions, for a short way.  Past it, the three rivers continued in different directions.
“What am I looking at?”
Elisha smirked, “The source of magic on our world.  The mystics called them ley lines.  They run deep under the earth, and the places where the lines cross are called nodes.  You can feel the strength of the magic they put off?”
He nodded.
She said, “On the surface, it’s much less noticeable, but there is an effect, and it’s stronger around these nodes.  The magic they give off radiates out, upward, a field of magic so to speak, generated from these ley lines and is the magic that we recover ours from.  An ambient field of magic, that we absorb and recover from all the time.
“There are many nodes in Reton, not just this one here.  There is in fact, a node under every village, directly under where mages stay when they’re on missions, in the mage buildings.  It’s why our mages are stronger.  There are less nodes in Dreston, and even the few they have are mostly made from two ley lines crossing, three lines crossing are much rarer, which is why the castle, mage guild building, and the city of Highspire itself was built over this one.
“It’s why it’s a secret.  If the mages of Dreston knew the truth, they’d never stop trying to take our kingdom, much like the Vemor empire.  Vemor already knows, their ruling family are mages, and while they no doubt want to rule all mankind as they say, they really want to control all the nodes.”
He frowned, “Why?”
She smirked, “Power.  Only mages living above a node can reach their full potential of power, otherwise their growth is stunted.  They would decide who gets to have power, and who doesn’t.  Of course, getting too close is dangerous, like channeling your magic without keeping it in its channels.  If you got to close to it, the power would be too much for your body. Just the powerful ambient magic of it would destroy your cells, much less standing in the thing.  Which is why I said not to go in.”
He nodded.
Elisha said, “Of course, that’s just the source of our greater power, one of the secrets they learned.  It’s also how permanent spells are possible, but only near a ley line, or a node.  Because the ambient magic so close to the lines, below the earth, are just as strong as the magic inside of a master mage, and that magic never runs low.
“All the mystics had to do was figure out how to power spells from a source other than themselves, to build that into a rune.  Which wasn’t all that difficult for them, since they create runes.”
He snorted, “I imagine not.  The crystals?  What are they?”
She said, “Obviously, they couldn’t afford to work and experiment right next to the lines.  At the same time, they had to, at least long enough to tap the power.  The crystals are covered in runes that absorb and reroute some of the ley lines power.  You could call them manmade ley lines, much less powerful and not visible to the human eye, but not nearly as dangerous to be around either.
“Practically, you could compare them to a well.  Getting a drink of water from the water table would be dangerous to do, but if you dig a hole deep enough and allow that pressured water to fill a well through seepage or a spring, and it’s all good.”
She shut the door, and turned around, leading him to the first room on the right.  They entered, and he saw another one of those crystals.  But his eyes were far more focused on the walls, which were covered with runes, most of them he’d never seen or imagined before that moment.
Elisha said, “Each of the rooms has their own crystal, and a corresponding crystal in the node room, which powers the spells inscribed on the walls.  This particular room, controls and maintains the arena safety spells.  There are many other rooms, some we understand, like the arena layout room where we can rearrange the forest and mock town in the arena, most we do not.  Ironically, there’s a room in here we call the transportation room.  It’s capable of opening up a portal to any of the villages in the kingdom for direct and immediate transport, without draining one mage of their power.
“Of course, we never use it, because to use it means revealing the secrets that must stay hidden.  Every mage building in the villages has a similar setup, though with less rooms, since there’s no arena to control and protect.  The protections on the village rooms are more stringent however, to keep invading mages away from our nodes.”
He frowned, “Isn’t that a lost cause at this point.  The entire inn tonight at least knows that there’s a secret of some kind, and if I can use this somehow to stop Tanner, without more dead on our side, won’t it be obvious?”
Talia shook her head, and answered, “They already knew there was a secret, and that there are permanent spells.  The only new information they’ll have from their point of view is that the permanent spells can be controlled by a mystic, in ways that it can’t controlled by the mage council.  They won’t know how, or what powers the spells, or anything else you’ve just learned.  There’s no clue in that, to the origin of magic, or to why our power as mages are greater than in Dreston.  You would respect the secret, would you not?”
He nodded, and sighed, “Alright, I get it.  The important things will still be hidden, and they won’t even be aware it exists.”
Talia smirked, “Don’t worry, Lia will understand that you can’t fill her in.  What I’m worried about most is how they’ll all see you after this, and of course how tapping into so much power will affect your soul.”
He blushed.
Elisha said, “The protective spells in this room, we believe they’re variable, and directly controllable as to response.  The secret of the mystics is that they really were iron fisted rulers.  This kind of setup is good for only one thing, total control over the mage towers and the castle.  It won’t protect the borders from encroaching enemies, or even the city of Highspire from being sacked, it will only keep the castle and towers inviolate. 
“Extreme power, but also very limited in scope.  Obviously, there are good things, the arena safeties, the transportation system even if it’s not to be used, and others.  Regardless, you should be able to access the more… stringent spells that are currently inactive in this room.”
He shook his head, “Wait, you said castle and arena?”
She nodded, “The rune mystics used to rule, the castle has similar permanent spells and protections in a room down the hall, though they’ve been dormant since the mystics were overthrown.  Only the arena safety spells seem to be permanently on, by design.  I suspect the other spells require a mystic to control them directly, someone who can read and understand the spells, and activate them.  Any rune mage could probably activate them, but that would be foolish without being able to read what they do.  They could accidentally kill every mage in the towers.”
Right, he saw the problem there, it was clear enough.  Without him to read the runes, and figure out what the spells did, how to target them, and so forth, the control room was worthless.  The room was incredibly complicated however, and he worried it would take hours of study, if not days, to figure it all out.
Sure, he could learn a rune’s purpose at a glance, but the purpose of a single rune was worthless.  He needed to figure out how they all interacted, and were controlled, that part would take time.
The problem was he didn’t have days.  Could he do it by feel?  How the runes felt, and just let them guide him?  There was danger in that.
“How did you figure out the arena setup room?”
She smirked, “It’s a scale model system.  We literally just have to move things in the model, and the spells take care of the rest and mirror that change in the real arena.  I imagine the first to discover the room after the mystics left thought the risk of trying it was acceptable, since it is kind of obvious.”
Enough delaying, he was just wasting time he needed to use to get a handle on this.  He thought he understood Talia’s objections.  He was more than willing to save their side, and stop Tanner, his loyalty wasn’t in question.  But, he was feeling responsible for all the mages’ lives above him in that moment, if he failed and they died it would wound him greatly. 
It also wasn’t his job, that’s what the tower masters were supposed to be taking on, protecting those under their care and power.  He supposed he got Jace’s worry too, there was a lot of temptation in that room, in so much power.  It was easy for him to shrug off though, such power had never tempted him overly before that. 
But then, it was also stupid.  To truly rule with the power of the permanent spells, with the earth’s magic powering it, he’d have to stay down there forever.  As soon as he left, to catch some sunlight, or for whatever reason, one of the other master mages could just kill him.  He suspected that’s how the mystics of the past were overthrown, they must’ve had one of them on duty at all times to avoid that fate, but one of them failed their duty.
Perhaps a mystic had simply fallen asleep while on duty.  A whole lot of power, but completely limiting at the same time, and impossible for just one mystic to truly take advantage of.  Plus, he’d lose Lia, no, he wasn’t tempted at all.  The larger concern in his head was the responsibility of it, Talia’s concerns.  If he failed, many would die, and he didn’t have time to play it safe, and fully understand the rune system, Tanner would attack far before he could achieve that.
On the other hand, he knew a deadly rune when he saw one, the chances were extremely slim that if he did wing it, that he’d actually kill anyone on accident.
Still, there were tens of thousands of runes on the walls.  He didn’t know where to start.  He had to stop thinking, and to start feeling.  He closed his eyes and felt the runes around him.  The spells were complicated, but he could feel and see possibilities.
One rune structure would activate if a fire spell was detected, and they sensed burning flesh.  It would douse the spell in overwhelming water magic, and then it jumped to another rune structure which would cover that person with a red aura.
Another rune structure for bleeding, another for lack of breathing, another for… it just went on, hundreds if not thousands of rune structures.  He tried to relax, and not look at anything directly with his ability, and just feel.
It hit him a moment later.
He shook his head, “This is the wrong room.  This room is entirely automated, and all about arena safeties.  If there are more proactive measures possible, they were controlled somewhere else.  There’s no control structure in this room.  Just various detection spells to watch the arena for every type of trauma to a human body possible, with a counter spell that automatically launches when it’s detected.  Then those counters all lead to the same illusion spell which puts a red aura around the target.”
Elisha frowned, “Are you sure?”
He nodded, and pointed out, “You did say you only understood two of the rooms, transportation and the arena layout room.  I need to see the others.”
No doubt, they’d figured out the transportation room, because any rune mage would recognize a gate spell.  The arena safety spell room had far more unknown runes in it, but it also had recognizable ones, including the illusion spell, which is probably how they figured out it was the rune safety room.
They’d just assumed that it was more than that as well, a countermeasure room against betrayal, but it wasn’t.  The new runes were new connector types, and he saw his own modified and fixed power rune was used liberally in the room as well.  Honestly, he wished he could study it, but he suspected after he took care of Tanner, that they wouldn’t want him down there again.
Especially Jace.
Still, he could live with the disappointment, and he suspected anything he learned down there wouldn’t be applicable up on the surface.  Sure, new rune connectors might come in handy, or new spells, but he could live without them if it kept the peace.  He just wanted to be a member of the rune guild, serve a higher purpose, and have a future life and children with Lia.  That was more than enough for his ambition.
The rune for collecting ambient energy to make a spell permanent, was probably the most worthless of all to him, even if interesting.
He had no wish to be all powerful but stuck beneath the ground.
“We don’t have time to waste, I’m sure, mistress.”
The honorific seemed to break through her indecision, whether because it was a reminder of her responsibilities, or just a sign of him showing her respect, he wasn’t sure.  She stood up straighter and led him and Talia to the next room.




Chapter Twenty-One
He didn’t spend long in many of the rooms. He just felt, unfocused his mind and listened to what the runes had to tell him as a whole.  It went against all his training, but it seemed to work to get an idea of things.
She didn’t skip any rooms, and even took him to the two she already knew what they did, just in case it wasn’t all they did.  In the transportation and arena setup rooms he only spent mere moments, they obviously weren’t the right ones either.  Though the transportation room did have a control interface of sorts, so that the mage could choose the destination village, but it was crude and obviously limited to just that.
The next room defined the structure of the arena and towers, the buildings themselves, and it was what made them constantly look new.  The spells would also repair any damage the structures took, the buildings would literally stand on their world until the world itself died, and magic disappeared.
Unless of course, someone destroyed the rune spell rooms.  He shuddered at the thought.
The next room controlled the environmental concerns.  Kept the air fresh, the hot water for baths hot, and the rooms at a comfortable temperature.  They also removed smoke buildup from magical fires and normal ones.  He never really thought about it before, but the buildings were very temperate and didn’t change significantly with the seasons.  Now he knew why.
The next several rooms were for the castle, all the same rooms except two, the arena safety spells and arena setup room, but they were also inactive.  It was only when they entered the last room, all the way at the end of the hallway, that he let out a rueful laugh.
“We should’ve known.”
Talia gave him a questioning look.
He replied, “Haven’t you noticed the tingle on your skin growing less as we moved farther away from the node room.  Of course they’d put the control spells in the room farthest from the ley lines and node, to minimize exposure to higher levels of ambient magic while they were down here, on duty shift, or whatever they did to counter any plans of rebellion in the mages and commoners.”
Elisha looked at him blankly, “Tingles?”
He frowned, “Oh, you didn’t feel that?  Maybe that’s part of the mystic thing, how we sense raw magic.  It’s why we can read spells mid-cast, and know what’s coming, perhaps.  We can sense the raw magic forming into a spell.  Anyway, I don’t feel the node at all from this room, no more than when I’m on the surface.  On the other end of the hallway, my skin felt tight, and itchy, from the higher ambient magic field.”
It was also the room closest to the stairs up, perhaps another obvious clue.  They’d worked backwards from the end.  Still, it’d been interesting, if a waste of time.  Who knew how long they had before Tanner attacked, and it was a good twenty minutes that they’d wasted.  He couldn’t bring himself to regret it though, he’d learned more than a few interesting and new types of detection spells, even if he wasn’t allowed to use them.  They were more complicated, but they worked at a much greater distance.
He also learned runes to cast spells at a distance, based on those detections.  There were still limits though, the spells couldn’t protect the whole city after all, just the mage and royal complex of buildings. 
The control room was incredibly complicated, but after a moment of feeling it, he realized it was split into three parts and that’s what was confusing him.  It was still incredibly complicated though.  One wall was used to control the other rooms.  It could activate or deactivate a room entirely, which meant he’d already figured out how to turn the castle spells back on.  Something he didn’t need to know.  The second thing the wall did was act as a backup, if a room was damaged it would be fixed.  Or… it could be fixed, if there was a mystic available to initiate the fix.
He wasn’t sure how that worked.  After all, there were tens of thousands of runes in every room, how could one single wall in a command room duplicate that if it was destroyed, in several rooms.  He figured out the rooms were mirrored, and if say one of the castle support rooms were damaged, it would rebuild it from the tower room using it as a template, or vice versa.
There were also two hidden rooms, disconnected from the hallway, which mirrored the arena setup and protection rooms.  He didn’t fully understand how it worked, it’d take study, perhaps days, but that was the intent he felt behind it.  It was kind of cool, but not what he needed to know, so he shifted his attention to the second wall.
The second wall was even more confusing, but as far as he could tell it had to do with the other villages somehow.  Perhaps a low-level monitoring system of the kingdom, or at least the node setups in the kingdom.  He wasn’t sure how that range was possible, but maybe it used the ley lines somehow, which connected to all their villages and other nearby nodes.  The other spells and functions, the other rooms, had distance spells he’d previously thought impossible, but they were at least limited to the same short range his spy spell worked at.  This was… different.
It also wasn’t what he was looking for, so he shifted his attention to the last wall and felt it out. 
His heart contracted, and it started to hammer.  He hadn’t realized how much he’d been hoping his ancestors had gotten a raw deal in history, that perhaps they weren’t as bad as they were portrayed as being.  But… given the spells in that wall, he wasn’t sure what else to believe.
Of course, any defensive spell, to defend life, would ultimately be violent.  The problem was that these spells were all aimed inward, at the people and even mages the mystics had ruled over.  Sure, a ruler had to protect themselves from rebellion sometimes, but this was… excessive, and oppressive in nature.
He activated a rune sequence.  It felt a little strange, since the spells were fed by the ley lines and node.  There was one of those new connectors, it acted like the knob on an oil lamp, merely freeing the oil to be burned.  It took very little magic on his part, to power that one rune, which connected him to the full spell which drew power from the crystal in the room.  No more power than one of his wards, he actually got back more magic than he was spending, just from his natural recovery.
He could feel all the mages, and non-mages in the castle and mage guild complex.  He also suspected if there’d been mystics, they’d have been flagged in his thoughts as well.  The spells allowed him to tell the discipline of the mages, but not much else.  He couldn’t differentiate actual people.
He suspected that was because his magic wasn’t powering it, so he wasn’t feeling the magical signatures he was used to feeling.  Perhaps over time he’d gain that insight with the system, they didn’t feel exactly the same, but they didn’t have time for him to figure it out, or to become accustomed to it.
He felt his way through the options reluctantly.  He could initiate a communications spell with someone, speak to them mind to mind.  Only this communication spell was different, it was enhanced with a truth spell.  Meaning, the purpose behind it was to interrogate anyone that was detected in a place they shouldn’t be in, or something like that at least.  It wasn’t meant to communicate, and it was a harsh spell, a violation.
The spell just wasn’t something a mystic would need to defend against an enemy, the spell was all about stirring fear in others and keeping their own mages in line.  He couldn’t imagine living like that, wondering if one day from out of nowhere a mystic could question him and pronounce judgement.  Not just on crimes, but on thought crimes.  Who hasn’t ever railed against their life at one time or another, and not acted on it?
Then it got worse.  Spells to suppress a mage’s magic, shield them, and incinerate a target, presumably if they were found to harbor rebellious thoughts.  The shield was merely so no one near them would die, when they went up in a pyre of flame, it wasn’t to protect the target, of that he was certain.
This room spelled paranoia and ambition gone amuck, and fear.
It was an ugly thing, and as far as he could determine there were no spells at all to arrest someone.  He could only presume their thoughts would either damn them or clear them, so there was no need for that, judgement was made on the spot, and executions carried out from afar.  No mage, no matter how powerful, could fight off the spells of this room.
He knew it was stupid, but he felt ashamed of what he was in that moment.  He knew it was a person’s actions that counted, and not how they were born, but he sincerely wished he wasn’t a mystic in that moment.
He’d never killed before, though he’d faced that prospect earlier today, the fight hadn’t reached the inn where he’d stood guard.  It just wasn’t right what this room could do.  There were worse spells yet, spells meant to harm and torture before death came, and he felt a little sick at the thought.  Going up in a pyre of flame was the merciful option.  There was only one option that would allow the queen to pass judgement on their enemies, and for them to be executed per the current laws, but he was entirely sure the mystics had a different purpose for the spell.
He tried his best not to think of a reason that would fit into this dark wall of spells.
He said, “I can stop them, but only while our sides are separate.  I can target all the mages in the castle, right now, and end this.  I can feel their disciplines, but I can’t identify individuals, that won’t help us when we’re mixed together, since there are defectors on both sides of Tanner’s rebellion outside of the rune and life towers.
“There are two options, I can kill them all, which doesn’t really work for me.  After all, there was evidence Mistress Kaitlyn was under heavy duress.  She should be questioned and judged before being executed or pardoned.  I also can’t pick out the fifteen mages that were going to leave and join us, and I know they’re still alive.  I can feel fifty-one mages in the castle, and if they were dead already there’d only be thirty-six left.”
Talia looked concerned, probably because of the tone of his voice, which was disturbed.
“What’s the second option?”
He took a deep breath, “I can burn them all out.  Those pardoned can be healed and reconnected to their magic.  At that point, all the undead they have in the castle will just fall, without the death mages powering them the spells will expire, and the guard should be able to subdue them easily.  The risk in that is obvious, burned out and without a life mage on their side, who knows what Tanner will do.  He could slit their throats out of spite.”
Elissa looked horrified.
He sighed, “The mystics weren’t gentle rulers.  Trust me, you don’t want to know the other options.  This system is alien to my thinking, I wasn’t expecting this.  I… hoped to find better.”
Talia shuddered.
He wasn’t sure what to think.  The mystics had done a lot of good things too, the arena safety spells where mages could practice in relative safety and gain experience.  Of course, training and maintaining buildings had very little to do with ruling, while the spell wall he was connected to in that moment did.  So that’s what counted most in his mind, the good things certainly didn’t excuse the bad.
Elissa said, “Let me go pull together a force, when you feel our mages leaving the arena, go ahead and hit the enemy before we get mixed together.  That way Tanner won’t have all that much time to do something when he realizes just how badly he lost.  Without magic, we should be able to capture them easily enough.”
He nodded, “Alright, but I’ll act sooner if I feel them move toward the mage complex.”
Elissa replied, “If it comes to that, have Talia send me a message,” then moved out quickly.
Talia asked, “Are you okay?  This is what I feared, that this act will harm you.”
He sighed, “It will save lives, and at least I don’t have to act as judge and executioner.  The innocent among them will get their magic back.”
Removing someone’s magic was a misleading way to describe it, it wasn’t possible to remove someone’s magic, at least not without killing them.  What the spell did was burn out a very tiny portion of someone’s brain.  The part that controlled their channeling of magic.  So, the magic would still be there, sedately channeling itself through their bodies at its normal resting rate, the mage just wouldn’t be able to control or access it anymore, not even subconsciously.
A life mage could heal the brain, which would restore that control.
He wished he had better control or understanding.  The sense of the mages’ locations was vague at best, giving him a sense of distance and direction.  That made it easy to figure out who was in the castle, and who was in the mage complex, but not where they were in those buildings.  He imagined it would take him days if not weeks to figure out how to translate to specific locations from the vague feelings.  Between that, and not being experienced enough with it to recognize who he was feeling, the thing was almost worthless.
If he had his way, he’d never get that familiar with the system.
Talia said, “You don’t look convinced.”
He nodded, “It’s harmful.  The innocent will get their magic back, and be pardoned, but it will also be a huge shock to lose their magic even temporarily, I think.  They’ll feel vulnerable, like I did when Tanner put me and Lia in jail with no access to our rune inscribed equipment, but on top of that they’ll also feel violated.  Make sense or not, they’ll wonder if one day someone else won’t just take their magic, and they won’t see it coming. 
“Still, it’s the lesser of two evils, and better than even one more innocent person dying.  Just… where does that line get drawn?  I’m sure the men and women who built this wall felt justified about its use.  All its uses.”
Talia said, “They’ll also be relieved at being rescued, and the one’s on Tanner’s side will be far more worried about their trial and execution.”
He laughed, “There’s the bright spot.  See how easy it is to justify it?”
Talia smirked, “We do what we have to, to keep our people and kingdom safe.”
He nodded, “I imagine the mystic that drew the spells on the wall told himself the exact same thing, to justify their horrific and violating actions.”
Talia snickered, “Stop it.”
He asked, “Stop what?”
Talia said, “Turning all my words against me.”
He replied cheekily, “Yes, mistress.”
Talia laughed, “Glad to see you still have a sense of humor.”
He sighed, nothing was ever easy.
“They’re moving.”
Talia raised an eyebrow, “That was quick.”
He shook his head, “Not our people, Tanner’s.”
Talia sighed, “Of course, they are.”
He snickered.
Talia said, “That should help, they’re leaving fifteen people behind?  Bound and in the dungeon perhaps?”
He frowned, and shook his head, “Maybe they’re going to use them as hostages, or leverage in some way?  They’re all going.”
Talia looked thoughtful for a moment, then bit her lip, “Maybe.”
He sighed, “What am I missing?”
Talia said, “It could’ve all been part of the show.  Maybe our plan to make some of them defect completely failed.  And Tanner was putting on a show to misdirect us.  Maybe those fifteen aren’t on our side after all.”
Oh, he hadn’t even considered that.
“What would that gain them?”
She shrugged, “Surprise in numbers, or maybe they’ll pretend to be hostages until showing their true colors will be most effective.  Or… maybe you’re right, and they are hostages to shield the enemy and make us hesitate to give them an edge.  Almost nothing is certain in war.”
He nodded, “There’s also about two hundred undead, but those will just fall when I act.”
She cast the spell to talk with Elissa.  That took a minute or two.
“Our people are heading to the complex gate, hit Tanner’s group right before they get there, and our people will swarm out and capture them.”
He nodded, the timing would be a little close, on who got their first.  No matter what happened, he’d hit Tanner’s group before they opened the gate into the arena building.  The single point of entry to the whole arena complex and all seven towers made things easier that way.
Technically, he wouldn’t be killing anyone, but that was sophistry.  He’d be responsible for thirty-one more mages dying, assuming the fifteen could be saved, perhaps sixteen with the air mistress, and that was far from certain.  Still, it would protect their side from any more losses.  At least, that was the plan.  He’d been so sure their people would come out ahead last time, and they’d gotten their asses kicked.
Still, with this spell wall the odds were certainly stacked in their favor, far more than last time.  He also wouldn’t hesitate, no matter what it would cost him, or his soul.  Lia was in there, after all.  Right side, right decision, or not, even justified, it would still cost and change him.  He just didn’t know how much.




Chapter Twenty-Two
The act was horrific, in the fact the enemy didn’t even have a chance to fight back, much less win.  Defending against the enemy and saving people with his magic and blade was one thing, but it seemed almost wrong to do so when the enemy didn’t even have a chance.
Which… was more emotional than logical, preventing any chance of death on his side could only be a good thing, wasn’t it?  They’d already paid their blood price, earlier that day, they didn’t need to pay more.
Perhaps that was just his psyche shying away from the power implicit in that place, in the rooms far below the earth’s surface.  He wondered what it would feel like to be on the other end of it, as a vast rushing power rose up.  Their shields and protections were snuffed out like a candle in a hurricane, and the powerful spell strengthened by the planet itself, dove into fifty-one mages and burned out a small part of their brains.
There was a momentary pause, perhaps out of shock at the power behind that spell.  Even their side hesitated for a moment, as if their minds were stuck trying to process the magic they’d just felt at work, and if it might be pointed at them at sometime in the future.
Or, maybe the door was just stuck.  He didn’t really know, he was projecting his own emotions, fears, and distaste at what he’d just done onto his allies.
The doors opened, and he felt the groups mix.  None of them were killed, on either side, in that moment.  He supposed the queen would want to make it all official, and she’d execute Tanner and Sun properly for their crimes. 
He was also surprised to feel and identify all the spells cast in the brief confrontation, spells to freeze, sleep, or otherwise capture the enemy.  The detection spells on the wall were far more extensive and elaborate than he’d realized.  As he’d expected, the undead army that accompanied the mages simply collapsed to the ground, inert, once the magic that fed their unnatural movement and awareness was stopped.
He said, “It’s done, shall we go?”
Talia asked, “You’re sure? No urge to take over?”
He snorted, “Don’t even joke about that.  I’d have to live down here, and I’d miss your daughter too much.”
Talia faux accused, “So you have thought about it.”
He got the idea she wouldn’t be teasing him about this, if they weren’t alone and Elissa was still there.
He shook his head, “More imagined what it must’ve been like for the mystics long ago.  It’s no way to live, and that level of control is just an illusion anyway.”
He disconnected from the spells, and he hoped to never see the place again as Talia and him left and headed up the stairs.  Sure, it’d be interesting to study, but he couldn’t use any of it, or come up with a good use for it, without the nodes to power it.  So what was the point?
He’d rather not know.
He said deliberately offhand, “All that power, and they couldn’t put in a teleport alcove?  Walking a half mile up these stairs is going to suck.”
Talia giggled.
“Weren’t you a blacksmith?”
He smirked, “Yes, but we don’t use our legs all that much.”
Their banter degenerated even further into silliness as they walked up the stairs.  No doubt a natural attempt to distract themselves from what he’d just done. 
Talia didn’t seem to fear him, but he worried the rest of the council would.  At the very least, they’d be keeping a close eye on him for the rest of his life.  He was fine with that, as long as it didn’t go too far.
He hid his true worry deep in his heart, even from himself, until they made it back up top and he saw Lia again.  The look of love and welcome in her eyes, calmed him, like nothing else could have.
Olin could deal with a lot, but he wouldn’t have dealt very well at all with Lia fearing him after what just happened.  He felt different, like he’d lost something precious, even if the taking of their enemy’s lives were just, that didn’t mean there was no fallout or consequence.  There was no doubt in his mind their deaths were on his hands, he’d captured and disarmed them, might as well have put the rope around their necks.
He’d get over it though, in time, though he hoped he’d never come to like it. 
He took his place by Lia’s side behind the queen with a smile, and he nodded at Karina and Carolynn as well.  Those two looked speculative, and curious, but they all knew better not to ask exactly what had just happened.
It took a few hours to go through the aftermath, and to question all the mages.
Tanner, and all the mages with him were questioned.  It did turn out those fifteen mages were caught trying to leave the castle, Tanner hadn’t lied about that, so they were pardoned almost immediately, once they’d given renewed oaths to the queen and were judged to be loyal.  They were also healed on the spot, that very night, as soon as they were pardoned.
Kaitlyn was spared as well, but also lost her position as a consequence of her bad judgement, there’d be a new tower master or mistress for the air mages.  She had been defecting, in fact she’d persuaded almost half of the fifteen to join them.  Still, she’d shown foolish judgement by getting herself in the predicament in the first place, Tanner had apparently sold her a much rosier plan that she’d fallen for.  She’d never wanted to rule like Tanner, she’d just wanted freedom for her mages, and herself.
Tanner and Sun were judged guilty of treason, sedition, and regicide, and would be hanged in the morning.  A public execution for their crimes.  The rest of the thirty mages would also join them on the gibbet.  It’d be a busy day.
In the end, peace was restored, and the rebellion was over.  The mages had even gotten freedom out of the deal.  The water, earth, air, and fire towers had lost almost ten percent of their population in the incident, but it could’ve been a lot worse.
The death tower was hit the hardest, they’d lost almost twenty percent.  Only the life mages had gotten off relatively unscathed, they’d only lost their traitor, the one life mage that had defected to the other side as a spy. 
The rune mages too, of course, but there were only three of them present.  Even one death, Cassandra’s, was over ten percent of their population.  So, one death, could be argued as the greatest loss in numbers, when it came to rune mages.
He supposed in a very real way, they had Vemor to thank for their relatively light losses.  With the border threatened, both sides had left most of their resources dealing with that, and even working together to keep the enemy at bay.  In the end, it could’ve been a lot worse.
Of course, they’d paid a blood price at Sleek Pass as well.
Life went on the next few weeks, he supposed he was insulated from much of the tower gossip and initial shock at whatever had happened.  He wasn’t sure, since he finished out his duty time of guarding of the queen until the next competition.  It would be the first one he wasn’t involved in, and the winners would relieve them.
Not much changed from day to day, but it all felt different.  Between feeling responsible for taking lives, and suddenly having freedom and more options, it felt very different.  Whatever happened, Lia was supportive, and still loved him, which was a relief. 
Less than six more months, and he could marry her.  He knew the future was uncertain, but he was pretty damned sure they’d be making one together.
It would also take time for things to shake out.  He imagined the fire, air, and death tower mages weren’t exactly happy with their fellow guilds.  Despite whatever side they’d been on.  It would take time to heal from that, and he suspected the traditions and customs to keep the towers separate and professional would only drag that out.
Nothing he could do about that though, his own guild was family, and that’s all that was really important to him, in the end.  The rest… they could deal with it as it came.
It also became rather clear over the next two weeks, in the afternoon sessions that Vida held with her generals, that for the moment Vemor had truly pulled back, and it wasn’t just a feint before a change of tactics.  The war was over, or at least there was a secession of violence for the moment.  He wasn’t sure if the two kingdoms were ever truly at peace.
It was also extremely curious timing, and he wondered if their internal conflict ending had some connection, but there was no way to know.  Oh, he didn’t think for a second Tanner had been working with the enemy, but perhaps the enemy had spies and had even arranged their distracting attacks in the hopes the kingdom would self-destruct.  Of course, there was no way to prove that.
Except, the way they’d attacked only in one pass and at a standstill for so long was a really bad tactic, outside of luring all the master mages out of the capital and opening the way for Tanner’s betrayal, that is.
He wasn’t sure what would happen next.  What his next assignment would be when he was relieved of protecting the queen.  Whatever it was, he’d continue to practice and grow his magic, his experience, and he’d do it all at Lia’s side.
Life was hard at times, but given that, it was also very good to be alive.
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Other books by D. L. Harrison:
http://www.amazon.com/author/dlharrison
The Formerly Dark Mage, by D. L. Harrison – This stand-alone fantasy book follows the life of Silvia and takes place in a world unique and separate to our own. 
Silvia is a dark mage. Unfortunately, she finds herself about to be sacrificed. Someone must have told her evil master about her plans to kill him and take over.  After that, things just seem to go downhill. She has no choice but to escape the kingdom of Zual, something that to her knowledge has never been done before. She will need to deal with many issues she never had to face before.
Among those issues, the white mages, and her conscience.
The Rise of a Dark Mage - This stand-alone fantasy book follows the life of Cassandra, it takes place in the same world as The Formerly Dark Mage, but happens three hundred years later, long after Silvia is gone and some shocking changes have taken place in the world.
Cassandra is a dark mage in the kingdom of Zual, she’s also a mage prodigy.
She hates both her kingdom, and her master.  She wants him dead, not to take his place, but so she can leave and explore the world.  Her ambition will drive her to rediscover the secrets of the strongest of magic.
She is determined to succeed, or she’ll die trying.
Celia Winters Novel Series
Witch’s Moon: A Celia Winters Novel Book 1
Celia Winters was raised by her single mother, and her earliest memories are of the store her mother owns and the nearby coven, who have always been her family’s close allies and friends.
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 he’s managed to keep it a secret so far.  The problem of course, is all secrets are revealed in the fullness of time.
He’s in for a hell of a time, and more secrets than his own will be revealed, as Tanner finally puts his magic where his mouth is and makes a bid for power.  He may be a mystic, but he’s still average in power, and still relatively weak as a seven-month-old apprentice.
Will he be up to the challenge?
Note:  This is the second book of a trilogy.  No major cliffhangers but expect a few unresolved minor and overarching plot threads.  This story is told in the third person limited, from Olin’s point of view.
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